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This WorldRiskReport begins with the words 
of a young woman whose experiences tie in 
 perfectly with this year’s focus topic. A girls’ 

rights activist, Mama Sampy explains why 
 diversity – taking everyone into account – is so 
important: 

Preface 

Mama Sampy 
Member of the “She Leads” 
program and President 
of the Child Marriage, 
Violence Against Women, 
and Women’s and Girls’ 
Rights section of the “West 
African Network of Young 
Women Leaders” in Mali.

Dr. Ilona Auer Frege 
Managing Director
Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft 

Prof. Dr. Pierre Thielbörger  
Executive Director
IFHV, Ruhr University Bochum

„In 2023 the world has yet again been 
confronted with a growing number of 

humanitarian crises. I come from the Sahel 
where the effects of climate change, food 
insecurity, and unstable political conditions 
are intertwined. Especially in Mali, where I 
live, the number of affected young women 
and girls increases exponentially as time 
goes by. This is why I want to share my 
perspective. 

Many think that when there is no food in 
the family it is up to the head of the fam-
ily to act. Instead, the responsibility is put 
on young women and girls to find ways 
to meet the needs of their families. These 
young women and girls must look for some-
thing to feed the family. Which leads them 
to a decline in themselves, their own hap-
piness, their own security, and their own 
health.  

They migrate to the big cities to find work, 
even at a very young age. There they are 

faced with all kinds of violence, like abuse, 
rape, unwanted pregnancies, clandestine 
abortions. Whatever the case, they have to 
look for money at all costs and whatever the 
price. 

Young women and young girls are increas-
ingly exploited, they see all their rights 
flouted, they see themselves being used to 
achieve all possible ends. They do not have 
the right to speak and express their desires 
as their ideals. They have no say even in 
decisions that directly affect them. They 
are underestimated, discriminated against, 
belittled, silenced because their voices have 
power.  Girls and young women have the 
right to equality. For their own sake and for 
the sake of society.  

I am a Girls’ Rights Advocate and I know that 
even though my point of view is individual, 
the problem is global. We want to be taken 
into account. I hope that this year's World 
Risk Report will contribute to that. 

The WorldRiskReport (WRR) 2023 has been 
produced by Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft 
and the Institute for International Law of 
Peace and Armed Conflict (IFHV) at Ruhr  
University Bochum. It examines the com-
plex inter relationship between crises, mar-
ginalized groups, and the diverse struc-
ture of our  societies. Crises affect people in  
different ways as a result of factors such as age,   
gender, health, and social status. But 
one thing is important for all of them:  
support that takes into account their individ-
ual needs.    

Mama Sampy’s statement gives voice to a uni-
versal truth: Striving for true equality is the 
key to social progress. The efforts of the people 
affected show us how important it is to trans-
late intention into effective intervention. The 
WorldRiskReport is a call for joint action that 
recognizes the relevance of previously unheard 
voices and takes the rights of marginalized 
groups into consideration. It is time to under-
stand and respect human diversity–not just in 
theory but, above all, by taking concrete action. 
We hope this year’s WorldRiskReport can help 
achieve that.   
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Further information

In-depth information, methodologies, and tables are 
available at www.WorldRiskReport.org. 

The reports from 2011 – 2022 can be downloaded 
there as well. 
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Key Findings
WorldRiskIndex 2023

 + The WorldRiskIndex 2023 assesses the disaster 
risk for 193 countries. It covers all UN-recog-
nized countries and more than 99 percent of 
the world’s population.   

 + The countries with the highest disaster risk 
worldwide are the Philippines (WRI 46.86), In-
donesia (WRI 43.50), and India (WRI 41.52).   

 + The composition of the ten countries with the 
highest risk remains virtually unchanged com-
pared to the previous year. Only Pakistan has 
dropped out of the group due to Russia moving 
up to eighth place.     

 + Seven of the highest-risk countries are also 
among the ten countries with the highest ex-
posure. As in the previous year, China’s expo-
sure is highest, followed by Mexico and Japan.   

 + The composition of the ten countries with the 
highest vulnerability remains relatively stable. 
However, with Afghanistan having been re-
placed by Mali, the group now consists exclu-
sively of African countries. The most vulnera-
ble country worldwide is Somalia, followed by 
South Sudan and the Central African Republic.    

 + At number 94, Germany remains in the middle 
range of the WorldRiskIndex, having fallen sev-
en places with a score of 4.30. 

 + Once again, the examples of South Korea and 
Italy illustrate clearly that low or very low vul-
nerability can decrease a country’s disaster risk 
even if it has high exposure.    

 + Continuing the previous years trend, the Amer-
icas is the continent with the highest disaster 
risk. It is followed by Asia, Africa, Oceania, and 
Europe–with scores significantly below the 
global average. Oceania’s risk profile is mainly 
influenced by exposure while Africa is the con-
tinent with the highest vulnerability.  

 + This is the first WorldRiskReport to calculate 
trend curves for the continents’ medians. They 
reveal extremely dynamic changes in disaster 
risks since 2000 and a marked difference be-
tween the Americas and other continents both 
in terms of the level of risk and risk dynamic.

Figure 1: The WorldRiskIndex 2023
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Figure 2:
Excerpt from the
WorldRiskIndex 2023

Rank Country Risk 
1. Philippines 46.86
2. Indonesia 43.50
3. India 41.52
4. Mexico 38.17
5. Colombia 37.64
6. Myanmar 36.16
7. Mozambique 34.61
8. Russian Federation 28.20
9. Bangladesh 27.29

10. China 27.10
11. Pakistan 26.45

12. Papua New Guinea 26.30
13. Peru 25.55
14. Somalia 25.09
15. Yemen 24.39
15. Vietnam 24.39

... ...

94. Germany 4.30
... ...

179. Switzerland 1.02
180. Nauru 1.00
181. Denmark 0.99
182. Slovakia 0.95
183. Hungary 0.94
184. Malta 0.88
185. Bahrain 0.87
186. Belarus 0.75
187. Liechtenstein 0.72
188. Sao Tome and Principe 0.67
189. Luxembourg 0.64
190. Singapore 0.63
191. San Marino 0.36
192. Monaco 0.24
193. Andorra 0.22

 + Focus: Diversity 

 + Diversity plays a significant role in how disas-
ter risk is distributed within a society. While it 
is true that disasters, extreme natural events, 
and crisis affect everyone in the immediate 
surroundings, the impact of the negative 
consequences tends to be more severe for 
marginalized groups such as people read as 
female, persons with disabilities, or members 
of the queer community.      

 + Existing inequalities and discrimination rein-
force the impact of disasters on the people 
affected. This results in specific challenges 
in terms of disaster preparedness and man-
agement. Conversely, the consequences of 
disasters also reinforce the existing inequal-
ities in a society. Ensuring that diversity is not 
ignored in disaster contexts is imperative if 
this vicious circle is to be broken. 

 + To address diversity and inequalities in the 
context of disasters, it is essential that le-
gal protection frameworks be respected 
and evolved. Civil society initiatives and 
standards, along with targeted training and 
awareness-raising of existing policies that 
need to be implemented play a complemen-
tary role, helping to ensure that the special 
needs, challenges, and resources of different 
groups are taken into account in the context 
of disasters.

 + More often than not, people are disadvan-
taged due to a combination of identity char-
acteristics, not just one diversity dimension. 
Disaster management must take this inter-
sectionality into consideration. It is crucial 
that relief organizations, donors, policymak-
ers, and researchers adopt an intersectional 
perspective.  

 + For a disaster management cycle to be inclu-
sive, the groups that are significantly affect-
ed need to be actively included in important 
decision processes. If possible, humanitarian 
assistance should be managed and led at the 
local level.   

 + Collection and availability of detailed and 
disaggregated data is a challenge. They are 

essential to understanding the different ef-
fects of extreme natural events on specific 
groups and taking them into account in aid 
projects and programs. 
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Although disasters, extreme natural events and 
crises are inherently neutral, affecting everyone 
in the immediate surroundings, their impact is 
not. Often, this is due to structural discrimina-
tion against specific groups in society. Existing 
inequalities–gender inequality, for instance–
and vulnerabilities among groups (such as per-
sons with disabilities, the elderly or children) 
reinforce the impact of extreme natural events 
and disasters on these people. Conversely, the 
consequences of extreme events reinforce the 
inequalities present within a society. 

In the major earthquakes in Turkey in spring 
2023, for example, it became clear that women 
were disproportionately hit by the impact. 
In many cases, they were buried by rubble as 
they tried to save their children, often had to 
fend for their families alone in the aftermath 
of the disaster, and experienced (sexual) vio-
lence more frequently (The Guardian 2023). 
Women also tended to resort to unsustain-
able coping strategies when it came to nutri-
tion–reducing the number of meals or taking 
on debt, for instance. Dependence on human-
itarian aid increased particularly among inter-
nally displaced people (IDPs), female-headed 
households, and widows (Care 2023). Women 
and families without male adults are still far 
worse off even long after these types of disaster. 
This had already become evident in the wake of 
the earthquake in Haiti in 2010 when female-
headed households faced significantly greater 
difficulties in earning enough to support their 
entire family, compensating for material losses, 
and securing a medium-term income that could 
cover housing, food, and other expenditure. In 
particular, the double burden of looking after 

young children and earning a livelihood is dis-
proportionately higher for single mothers than 
for two-parent families. 

Dimensions of diversity 

The term “diversity” refers to individual, struc-
tural, and social differences and similarities 
between individuals and groups. It illustrates 
the fact that people’s ability to participate in the 
economy and in society is very much dependent 
on their gender, social background, education, 
and/or ethnic/cultural background. For exam-
ple, these factors frequently determine a per-
son’s access to health care or where they live, 
which can further increase the risks for already 
disadvantaged groups–especially in the context 
of a crisis.  

The diversity approach calls for all people in 
society to be acknowledged and valued. More 
than just a mere idea, it is a duty, laid down in 
legal documents such as national legislation, 
the EU Treaty, and international conventions 
(Chapter 2.1). 

Public debate distinguishes between different 
dimensions of diversity, based on the models 
developed by Loden and Rosener (1990) and 
Gardenswartz and Rowe (2003). Different 
models divide the dimensions up differently 
but the German Diversity Charter (“Charta der 
Vielfalt”) cites the following core dimensions: 
gender and gender identity, ethnic background 
and nationality, social background, religion and 
worldview, age, physical and mental abilities, 
and sexual orientation. These core dimensions 
describe the virtually unalterable characteristics 

Ilona Auer Frege  
Managing Director, 
Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft 
 

Katrin Radtke 
Senior Researcher, IFHV, 
Ruhr-Universität Bochum

1  Diversity and  
Risk Analysis 

Disaster risks come about through a combination of extreme natural events and 
vulnerability. One of the WorldRiskReport's core messages is that these two factors 
are unequally distributed–both among the 193 countries in the WorldRiskIndex 
and within societies. Diversity within society plays a significant role in this unequal 
distribution as different people are affected differently by the impacts of extreme 
natural events.  
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of a person and have the largest impact on social 
participation/exclusion. In addition to the core 
dimensions, the Charter identifies other levels 
of diversity, which are more flexible and vari-
able yet of equal importance in ensuring all peo-
ple are treated equally and with respect. They 
include income, education, work experience, 
family status, and parenthood (Charta der Viel-
falt, n.d.).  

More often than not, people are disadvantaged 
due to a combination of characteristics, not 
just one. This is known as intersectionality. In 
Southeast Asia, for instance, indigenous women 
are particularly hard hit by the effects of climate 
change. The rise in extreme weather events 
such as droughts or floods is making it increas-
ingly difficult for them to do the jobs they have 
traditionally been responsible for in their com-
munities–things like tending to crops and cat-
tle. When male family members leave the home 
to seek work outside the agricultural sector, 
women’s workload in the community grows 
(Alegado 2020). In the worst-case scenario, the 
structural disadvantages arising from various 
characteristics can have a mutually compound-
ing effect. To give an example: In a number of 
countries, the chances of obtaining a good qual-
ification are poorer for people with disabilities. 

This intersectionality requires multidimen-
sional approaches to access and assist the 
groups targeted by projects and action in the 
best possible way (Chapter 2.3). Aid programs 
and relief measures have traditionally concen-
trated on essential services and housing with-
out paying adequate attention to the multiple 
dimensions of diversity. This ignores the fact 
that women, children, people with disabilities, 
and members of the LGBTQIA* community 
are often exposed to special risks and hazards 
in emergency situations, including gender-spe-
cific violence, discrimination, or lack of access 
to health care.  

Diversity in disaster prevention 

The relevance of diversity is an acknowledged 
fact in disaster preparedness and response. 
The discourse surrounding ways of reducing 
vulnerabilities and boosting resilience has tra-
ditionally been based on approaches of a more 

scientific or technocratic nature. But there is a 
growing trend toward consideration of social 
aspects too, as practiced by the largest humani-
tarian aid donor, the United Nations. The Leave 
no One Behind Framework (United Nations 
2017) and the Sendai Framework for Disaster 
Risk Reduction (SFDRR 2015) explicitly incor-
porate inclusion and diversity into humanitar-
ian aid, development cooperation, and disaster 
risk reduction. One of the SFDRR's goals, for 
instance, is “to prevent new and reduce exist-
ing disaster risk through the implementation 
of inclusive economic, structural, legal, social, 
health, cultural, educational, environmental, 
technological, political and institutional mea-
sures that prevent and reduce hazard exposure 
and vulnerability to disaster, increase pre-
paredness for response and recovery, and thus 
strengthen resilience” (UNISDR 2015). 

Building on this, humanitarian organizations 
have developed a number of programs and 
tools with which to incorporate diversity into 
their project work. Often, they focus either on 
vulnerable groups as a collective category or on 
specific, separate groups. For example, most 
projects set out to provide special support for 
people with disabilities, single parents, chil-
dren, or elderly people–provided there is suf-
ficient data and context-specific knowledge to 
assess and address the target groups’ humani-
tarian needs (Chapter 3.1). 

However, as an intersectional understanding 
of disaster risks gains ground, there is a grow-
ing awareness that tailoring action to individ-
ual (micro-)groups only satisfies the complex 
contextual conditions and realities to a certain 
extent. What is required instead is an approach 
that takes into account various dimensions 
of identity. Intersectional approaches aim to 
provide a better understanding of the com-
plex nature of vulnerability in order to reveal 
the dynamics that determine vulnerability and 
resilience. In view of the numerous different 
contexts, it is virtually impossible to spec-
ify one clearly defined method to achieve that 
aim. Consequently, a key takeaway for policy-
makers, practitioners, and researchers is the 
need to exercise caution with generalizations 
and to acknowledge that a variety of strategies 
is required to reduce vulnerability and build 
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resilience (Rao et al. 2017) (Chapter 2.3). As 
explained in more detail in the following sec-
tion, a vital prerequisite is to ensure the partic-
ipation of and accountability toward the target 
groups in each phase of the project so that proj-
ects and programs can be adjusted in line with 
their needs. 

Challenges and obstacles 

Ensuring the participation of those who are 
particularly hard hit by disasters is essential 
in efforts to mainstream diversity as part of 
intersectional approaches to disaster prepared-
ness and prevention. It is crucial that all target 

groups be included in disaster-management 
decision-making processes. This is why the 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
calls for “disaster risk reduction practices that 
are multi-hazard and multisectoral, inclusive 
and accessible in order to be efficient and effec-
tive” and highlights the need “to engage with 
relevant stakeholders, including women, chil-
dren and youth, persons with disabilities, poor 
people, migrants, indigenous peoples, volun-
teers, the community of practitioners and older 
persons in the design and implementation of 
policies, plans and standards” (UNISDR 2015). 
Currently, however, it is precisely the groups 

Figure 3: The seven core dimensions of diversity influence human vulnerability to extreme natural events.

Population exposure to
natural hazards

Ethnic background
and nationality

Susceptibility Lack of
coping

capacities

Lack of
adaptive
capacities

Gender and
gender identity

Physical and
mental abilities

Religion and
worldview

Sexual
orientation

Age

Social background

Vulnerability

Core Dimensions of Diversity
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that are most affected by disasters that are least 
included in these decision processes.  

For instance, as a result of colonial and neoco-
lonial processes that have led to social and eco-
nomic marginalization, extreme natural events 
hit indigenous groups disproportionately hard. 
Loss and destruction of land, restricted access to 
resources and infrastructure, lack of inclusion 
in decision-making processes, and increased 
susceptibility to the effects of climate change 
contribute to their high level of vulnerability. 
To strengthen their resilience, it is important 
that disaster preparedness and response mea-
sures give appropriate consideration to indig-
enous communities’ specific needs and know-
ledge and actively include them. The traditional 
knowledge and practices of indigenous com-
munities can play a key role in post-disaster 
reconstruction. 

An awareness of the specific needs of different 
target groups necessitates sensitivity toward 
and an understanding of the local culture, con-
ditions, and social factors. This is best achieved 
by having project staff who are familiar with 
the specifics on the ground. This poses major 
challenges for many organizations with regard 
to diversity in their management and staff. To 
ensure staff diversity, some have to completely 
rethink their entire organizational culture and 
reassess their often unconscious prejudices, 
attitudes, and colonially rooted structures. This 
is fundamentally important when seeking to 

implement inclusive projects and programs. In 
the words of Sarah Knibbs, Officer-in-Charge 
for UN Women Asia-Pacific, speaking about 
female representation: “Engaging women in 
leadership in DRR is not only something that 
we think is right, but it's also smart because 
we see inclusive leadership does produce bet-
ter results” (UNDRR 2022). Besides discrim-
inatory behavior and stereotypes, the largest 
obstacles to implementation include a lack of 
targeted financing, capacity gaps, and knowl-
edge-transfer challenges (ibid.) 

Finally, a significant challenge is lack of data 
(Chapter 3). The different effects of extreme 
natural events on different groups can only be 
understood and taken into account in aid pro-
jects and programs if detailed and disaggre-
gated data breakdowns are available. Although 
many actors are aware of this necessity, data 
tends to be disaggregated by gender at best. 
While it is true that donors and governments 
are increasing their investments in data collec-
tion in the areas of gender, disability, geogra-
phy, and age, appropriate data coordination, 
categorization, and harmonization have not yet 
been established (Chaplin et al. 2019). It does 
require more effort to break target-group data 
down by characteristics such as gender, age, 
health status, or social or cultural background 
but the results permit considerably more tar-
geted and sustainable support to the benefit of 
the people affected.  
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Concept of ‘risk’ and approach

The risk assessment in the WorldRiskReport 
is based on the general notion that the 
emergence of a disaster not only depends 
on how severely natural hazards hit a soci-
ety, but also on how vulnerable society is 
to their effects (WorldRiskReport 2011). 

Risk assessment 

The WorldRiskReport includes the 
WorldRiskIndex, which Bündnis Entwick-
lung Hilft developed in cooperation with 
the United Nations University in Bonn and 
published in 2011 for the first time. Since 
2022, Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft and the 
Institute for International Law of Peace 
and Armed Conflict (IFHV) of the Ruhr 
University Bochum, which is co-publisher 
since 2018, present the WorldRiskIndex in 
a fundamentally revised form. The calcu-
lation of disaster risk is done for 193 coun-
tries worldwide and based on the interac-
tion between the spheres of exposure and 
vulnerability (Figure 4 above): 

 + Exposure to earthquakes, tsunamis, 
cyclones, coastal floods, riverine floods, 
drought and sea-level rise 

 + Susceptibility depending on socio-eco-
nomic development, social disparities 
and deprivations, and the weakening 
of the population through violence, 
disasters, and diseases  

 + Lack of coping capacities related to 
social shocks, political stability, health 
care, infrastructure, and material 
security 

 + Lack of adaptive capacities relat-
ed to developments in education and 
research, reduction of dispari ties, 
investments, and disaster preparedness 

The WorldRiskIndex can only con sid-
er indicators for which comprehensible, 
quantifiable data is available. For exam-
ple, while immediate neighborhood assis-
tance cannot be measured in the event of 
a disaster, it is nonetheless very import-
ant. Furthermore, discrepancies in data 

quality between different countries may 
occur if data is only gathered by nation-
al authorities and not by an independent 
international institution. 

In addition to the data section, the 
WorldRiskReport always contains a focus 
chapter examining background and context 
from a qualitative perspective–this year’s 
topic is “diversity”. 
 
The aim of the report 

The presentation of disaster risks using 
the index and its two spheres shows the 
disaster risk hotspots across the world and 
the fields of action to achieve the neces-
sary reduction of risks on a quantitative 
basis. Complemented by qualitative anal-
yses within the report, it is possible to 
formulate recommendations for action for 
national and international, state and civil 
society actors. 

Figure 4: The WorldRiskIndex and its spheres

The Concept of the WorldRiskReport
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2.1 Diversity in Disaster Contexts: A Review  
of the Legal Situation   

This article provides an overview of how crises affect vulnerable groups in differ-
ent ways and what protective mechanisms exist or are necessary to fully protect their 
human rights in crisis contexts. It focuses on women, members of the LGBTQIA* commu-
nity, Black and people of color (BPoC), and people with disabilities, with the intention of 
analyzing the mechanisms in place to protect their human rights and how those mecha-
nisms function. The article concludes by discussing whether creating separate legal cat-
egories for diverse groups helps ensure their human rights are fully protected, what the 
strengths and weaknesses of such categorization are, and whether there any gaps that 
need to be closed.

Crises intensify existing inequalities. They have 
a disproportionate impact on systematically 
disadvantaged groups such as women, mem-
bers of the LGBTQIA* community, Black and 
people of color, people with disabilities, and 
people with low socio-economic status (Kuran 
et al. 2020). Crisis management and prevention 
therefore require an inclusive and diverse strat-
egy that offsets that impact and compensates 
for inequalities. A strategy of this nature is also 
a legal imperative since human rights apply uni-
versally and are required to be respected, pro-
tected, and guaranteed for every person without 
discrimination. Where certain persons face a 
higher probability of human rights violations or 
a risk of more severe violations, the state must 
adopt special measures to protect these vul-
nerable groups. In this context, “vulnerability” 
means that states are required to take action to 
compensate for existing inequalities.  

Vulnerable groups in international law 

Women 

Disaster situations bring specific challenges and 
dangers for women, posing a particular risk to 
their fundamental human rights. They include a 
higher risk of sexual violence, difficulty access-
ing water, food, education, and health care, 
and an increase in general socio-economic 

disadvantages and discrimination (Aoláin 
2011). 

In international law, the main instrument 
designed to counter this imbalance is the United 
Nations (UN) Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW). Its preamble states that “extensive 
discrimination against women continues to 
exist” despite there being numerous universal 
human rights treaties. The 165 states that have 
signed the Convention–and it is worth noting 
that they do not include the United States, Iran, 
Sudan, or Somalia–are not only obliged by law 
to refrain from any form of discrimination on 
the grounds of gender but also to actively take 
measures to ensure women’s rights are guaran-
teed and protected effectively and equally. The 
CEDAW Committee has issued general recom-
mendations to explain what exactly this can 
mean in the context of a crisis. They include, for 
instance, the measures that need to be in place 
to ensure that refugee and displaced women are 
treated in a non-violent and non-discriminatory 
manner.

In its General Recommendation No. 37, the 
Committee makes explicit reference to disasters 
in the aftermath of extreme natural events, stat-
ing that “sexual violence is common in human-
itarian crises” (including pandemics, National 
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Sexual Violence Resource Center 2021) and 
“girls and women [...] may face even greater 
obstacles to participation in education, owing to 
the destruction of infrastructure, [...] and secu-
rity concerns [...]”. It also points out that “The 
susceptibility of women and girls to disease is 
heightened as a result of inequalities in access 
to food, nutrition and health care and the social 
expectations that women will act as primary 
caregivers”. At the regional level, the Council 
of Europe’s Istanbul Convention contains addi-
tional provisions aimed at combating violence 
and discrimination–especially domestic vio-
lence–against women. The alarming increase 
in domestic violence during the Covid-19 pan-
demic served as a stark reminder of the need 
for state measures to provide appropriate pro-
tection in times of crisis (Istanbul Convention 
2020).

Despite the ambitious objectives set out in 
these recommendations, there is hardly any 
state-provided guidance on how to implement 
the measures. Civil society actors have therefore 
increasingly drawn up their own recommen-
dation frameworks. One example is the set of 
comprehensive standards produced by the Lou-
isiana Foundation Against Sexual Assault and 
the National Sexual Violence Resource Center 
(Klein 2008). Developed in the wake of the dev-
astating Hurricane Katrina that struck the US 
Gulf Coast in 2005, they include practical rec-
ommendations on how to maintain procedures 
for responding to and reporting gender-based 
violence before, during, and after disasters 
resulting from extreme natural events.

LGBTQIA* people

Crises also pose multiple challenges and risks 
for LGBTQIA* people, which are closely linked 
to the forms of discrimination and prejudices to 
which their community is already subject. This 
discrimination is currently at an all-time high, 
as a result of the dramatic tightening of a num-
ber of national criminal laws (most recently in 
Uganda). In crises, LGBTQIA* people often face 
additional stigmatization, ostracization and vio-
lence–both from civil society and state actors. 
One example is restricted access to essential 
services and resources. Restricted access to 
psychosocial support and legal assistance can 

additionally compromise their resilience and 
wellbeing (King 2022). In the horrific earth-
quake in Eastern Turkey and Syria in 2023, for 
instance, there were reports not only of mem-
bers of the LGBTQIA* community having diffi-
culty gaining access to shelters but also of a rise 
in hate crime and police violence (Çay 2023).

Despite this widespread discrimination, 
LGBTQIA* people are not protected by a dedi-
cated convention. Though the universal human 
rights also apply to them, the significant vio-
lations in numerous states are a flagrant illus-
tration of those states’ failure (or lack of will-
ingness) to comply with their human rights 
obligations. In 2006, experts developed the 
Yogyakarta Principles to improve the level 
of protection by providing guidance on how 
human rights should be interpreted. Further 
principles were added in 2016 to create the 
“Yogyakarta Principles plus 10”. All these prin-
ciples stress that LGBTQIA* people are enti-
tled to enjoy all human rights and fundamental 
freedoms irrespective of sexual orientation or 

LGBTQIA* people

LGBTQIA* people

Only6 countries
worldwide mention LGBTQIA*
people in their official disaster
preparedness, response, or
recovery policies.
Source: UNDRR (2021)  

LGBTQIA* people

Only2 of those six 
countries have policies led by 
central government depart-
ments. In the other four 
countries, they are implemen-
ted in partnership with NGOs 
or via academic institutions.  

Source: UNDRR (2021)  
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gender identity. They call for the complete erad-
ication of discrimination, violence, and torture 
on the grounds of sexual orientation or gender 
identity. 

However, there is a lack of concrete guidelines at 
the international level dealing with the specific 
needs of LGBTQIA* people and requirements 
with regard to states’ duties in crisis situations. 
In 2022, the UN Special Rapporteur on Sexual 
Orientation and Gender Identity presented a set 
of key findings on security and armed conflict, 
which established the particular vulnerability 
of LGBTQIA* people in armed conflict. In his 
report, he calls for Resolution 1325 on “Women, 
Peace and Security” to be expanded to include 
sexual orientation and gender identity. Further-
more, a “Report on the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the human rights of LGBT per-
sons” was published in 2020, which called for 
measures to ensure non-discriminatory health 
care as well as more empowerment and partic-
ipation. This was accompanied by the develop-
ment of the ASPIRE Guidelines, which specify 
six “fundamental actions” (Acknowledgement, 
Support, Protection, Indirect discrimination 
avoidance, Representation, and Evidence-gath-
ering) in addition to other good practice as an 
aid to practical implementation and guidance 
for states. For instance, the guidelines point out 
the need for hormone replacement therapy to 
be deemed a life-saving treatment. 

Black and people of color

Black and people of color (BPoC) are another 
group that are particularly vulnerable in crisis 
situations. Negative stigmatization and dis-
crimination against them are often reinforced 
in crises. This could be observed clearly in the 
Covid-19 pandemic, for instance, during which 
there was a significant rise in anti-Asian racism 
(Gover et al 2020). The effects are felt in vari-
ous areas of their lives, including their access to 
vital resources, security, health care, and their 
participation in decision-making processes. As 
people fled Ukraine last year, it became clear 
that racially motivated discrimination can make 
evacuation difficult and impede access to shelter. 
There were numerous reports of people of color 
being arbitrarily refused permission to leave or 
enter neighboring countries (CBS 2022). And 

in the United States, for example, structural 
discrimination and inequality of opportunity 
mean that BPoC often live in areas that are more 
prone to disaster. Thus, to increase BPoC resil-
ience in the long term, states must not only take 
protective measures in crisis situations, but also 
tackle existing discriminatory structures.

An important legal instrument for combating 
discrimination on the grounds of origin, ethnic-
ity, or nationality can be found in the non-dis-
crimination provisions set out in the universal 
human rights treaties. Both the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 
and the International Covenant on Economic 
and Social Rights (ICESCR), for instance, pro-
hibit unjustified differentiation by states parties 
on the basis of certain characteristics–including 
race, skin color, language, and origin. Although 
these clauses provide for the possibility to jus-
tify unequal treatment and also apply to other 
reasons (such as gender), the virtually unani-
mous opinion in the legal debate is that unequal 
treatment on the grounds of race und skin color 
cannot be justified under any circumstances 
(ECHR 2005, Timishev v. Russia). A further 
instrument is the International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrim-
ination (ICERD), which obliges states parties to 
adopt effective measures to prevent, prohibit, 
and eliminate discrimination.  

The CERD Committee, which monitors states 
parties’ compliance with and implementation 
of the ICERD, has not yet published any cri-
sis-specific general recommendations. It has, 
however, published recommendations that take 
on particular relevance in the context of a crisis. 
All types of crises result in increased migration 
and (forced) displacement, as acknowledged by 
the Committee in a General Recommendation 
that underlined the prohibition of discrimi-
nation on such grounds as ethnicity, race, or 
nationality in these contexts. A further recom-
mendation of relevance for crisis contexts is the 
latest recommendation, No. 36, on preventing 
and combating racial profiling by law enforce-
ment officials. One of the points it asserts is that 
racial profiling has increased particularly in 
anti-terrorism activities although, in the Com-
mittee’s and other human rights organizations’ 
view, this violates the rights of the persons 

Black and people of color
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profiled and must therefore stop and be stopped 
(HRC 2009, Williams Lecraft v. Spain). All in 
all, though, it is clear that there is an acute lack 
of concrete, crisis-specific recommendations for 
action at the international level to prevent and 
reduce discrimination on the grounds of origin, 
nationality, or ethnicity specifically in the con-
text of extreme natural events.

The specific perspectives and needs of people 
with disabilities are often not afforded adequate 
consideration in crisis prevention, adaptation, 
or response (Chapter 2.2). One example that 
made this tragically clear was the flood disas-
ter in Germany’s Ahr Valley in 2021, in which 
twelve people with disabilities drowned due to 
a lack of prevention measures and precautions 
such as flood-specific evacuation plans and suf-
ficient care staff (Focus 2022). 

In response to a number of shortcomings in 
national approaches to persons with disabili-
ties, an international human rights instrument–
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD)–was created in 2006 
to ensure their full and equal participation. In 
addition to reinforcing general human rights for 
this group, the CRPD contains a series of provi-
sions tailored to the specific situation of people 
with disabilities, for example, accessibility. It 
requires the states parties to ensure their rights 
are fully respected, guaranteed, and protected 
in all areas of life.

Article 11 of the CRPD deals specifically with 
situations of risk and humanitarian emergen-
cies, and obliges states parties to take “all nec-
essary measures to ensure the protection and 
safety of persons with disabilities in situations 
of risk […]”. This makes the CRPD the only 
international agreement to take the particu-
lar vulnerability of people with disabilities in 
crisis situations into account. A series of com-
ments concerning the convention specify what 
these obligations mean in real terms. The gen-
eral comment on the topic of accessibility, for 
instance, states: “In situations of risk, natural 
disasters and armed conflict, the emergency 
services must be accessible to persons with 
disabilities.” It continues: “Accessibility must 

be incorporated as a priority in post-disaster 
reconstruction efforts. Therefore, disaster risk 
reduction must be accessible and disability-in-
clusive.” Finally, a further comment devotes 
an entire paragraph to situations of risk and 
humanitarian emergencies, calling on states 
parties “to include on an equal basis persons 
with disabilities in national emergency proto-
cols” and “to fully recognize persons with dis-
abilities in evacuation scenarios.” 

Looking both at the text of the convention and 
the comments, the CRPD and the Committee 
have not only provided concrete guidance of 
states’ duties in crisis situations but Article 11 of 
the CRPD itself establishes increased legal obli-
gations to this end. However, as underlined in 
the 2021 “Report on the rights of persons with 
disabilities in the context of armed conflict” by 
the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities, the duty to provide pro-
tection must not be understood to mean that a 
paternalistic approach should be adopted.

Derogation and abrogation in crisis situations

The overwhelming majority of human rights 
treaties contain clauses that provide for der-
ogation (as in Article 15 of the European Con-
vention on Human Rights, for example) or even 
suspension of some rights in the event of a cri-
sis. These clauses are intended to cover state 
interests and specific challenges that arise in 
crisis contexts. Although there is some room for 
state discretion in determining whether a situ-
ation is a crisis (for example ECHR, Ireland v. 
the United Kingdom 1977, § 207), such clauses 
do not give states the legal power to do as they 
please. Strict restrictions (primarily in the form 
of procedural requirements) are in place to 
prevent abuse. As a rule, states are required to 
notify the relevant institutions of any deroga-
tion and to specify exactly the reasons for dero-
gation. This ensures transparency, allowing the 
institutions and other states parties to monitor 
the situation. 

Some provisions cannot be derogated from 
even in a crisis. These include the right to life 
and the prohibition of torture and degrading 
or inhuman treatment. In addition, Article 
4(1) of the International Covenant on Civil and 

Persons with disabilities 
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Political Rights explicitly states that derogation 
must “not involve discrimination solely on the 
ground of race, colour, sex, language, religion 
or social origin.” Ultimately, however, such sus-
pension is primarily limited by the requirement 
that a strict proportionality test has to be car-
ried out. This means that such measures must 
be restricted to the extent absolutely necessary 
for the emergency situation–both with regard to 
geographical and substantive scope–and states 
must assess them thoroughly. A key part of this 
assessment is the requirement to ensure that 
vulnerable groups are not disproportionately 
affected by such derogations. 

In practice, however, there has been an increase 
in the number of cases in which, at the national 
level, states cite crisis situations as the grounds 
for a restriction of rights but fail, at the inter-
national level, to provide notification of for-
mal derogation while also restricting rights for 
which there is no provision to do so (Helfer 
2021). For instance, almost all states worldwide 
restricted rights due to the Covid-19 pandemic 
but fewer than 30 gave formal notification 
(Teshome 2022). A further significant limit on 
restrictability stems from the stipulation that 
the “essence” of human rights must not be com-
promised (Thielbörger 2019). Irrespective of 
the crisis facing a state, it must always respect 
said essence. This requirement, however, is very 
much subject to interpretation and raises ques-
tions such as what the legal implications of such 
an essence are (i.e., whether restriction is cate-
gorically forbidden or merely subject to stricter 
requirements).

Categorization of vulnerable groups–is it 
really such a good idea? 

This analysis illustrates that there is an increas-
ing number of recommendations at the inter-
national law level to address the specific chal-
lenges of crisis situations. However, they tend 
to be very abstract in their wording and require 
further concretization. However, the most 
significant shortcomings in terms of protec-
tion root arguably in the isolating approach of 
mainly focusing separately on the vulnerabil-
ity of specific groups, thus failing to give suf-
ficient consideration to overlapping forms of 
discrimination (Chapter 2.3.). There are efforts 
to tackle this by means of an intersectional 
approach, which is now finding its way into the 
international law discourse too. For instance, 
the CEDAW Committee has emphasized that 
women are not a homogenous group and that 
discrimination comprises multiple dimensions. 
The existence of General Recommendation 18 
on women with disabilities and General Rec-
ommendation 39, which focuses on indigenous 
women, is a clear sign that an intersectional 
understanding of risks is gaining ground. 

The CERD Committee makes explicit refer-
ence to intersectionality in its General Rec-
ommendation 32, recognizing it as “double or 
multiple discrimination” and underlines that 
full protection of human rights requires such 
a multidimensional understanding of different 
forms of discrimination along with special mea-
sures to tackle them. If states were to take into 
consideration the overlaps and mutually com-
pounding effects between discrimination in its 
various guises, it would be an important initial 
step toward concrete measures offering a higher 
level of protection. Only an intersectional 
approach can ensure that human rights are fully 
protected and that the idea of the universality of 
human rights is actually fulfilled.
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2.2 Mainstreaming Disability in Disaster Risk Reduction 
and Humanitarian Action  
Despite significant advancements in policy, persons with disabilities, who constitute 
approximately 16 percent of the world’s population, remain socially and logistically 
isolated during disasters and continue to face barriers in accessing essential services, 
warning systems, evacuation routes, and transportation. This article shows that chal-
lenges in promoting disability inclusive disaster risk reduction, disaster risk manage-
ment, and humanitarian action mainly stem from a lack of staff capacity to translate 
policy commitments into practice. Thus, it highlights several initiatives for strength-
ening the capacities of both mainstream actors and organizations of persons with 
disabilities.  

Approximately 1.3 billion people have a disabil-
ity (WHO 2022). According to the UN Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD), “persons with disabilities include those 
who have long-term physical, mental, intellec-
tual or sensory impairments which in interac-
tion with various barriers may hinder their full 
and effective participation in society on an equal 
basis with others.”  

The majority of them, around 80 percent, live 
in developing countries, where most humani-
tarian crises and disasters occur. Often socially 
and logistically isolated, they face challenges 
in accessing early warning systems, evacuation 
routes, transportation, emergency housing, 
and essential medicine. Following the 2011 
Great East Japan earthquake, for instance, 
persons with disabilities accounted for 24.6 
percent of total disaster-related deaths, which 
is more than twice their share of the total 

population (Kyodo News 2020). Environmen-
tal, attitudinal, and institutional barriers incre-
sases the danger of exclusion from disaster risk 
reduction (DRR), disaster risk management 
(DRM) and general relief and response efforts. 
According to the United Nations Office for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR), about 85 
percent of persons with disabilities have never 
participated in community disaster manage-
ment and risk reduction processes (UNDRR 
2019). To make these processes inclusive, 
capacity building of both mainstream actors 
and organizations of persons with disabilities 
(OPDs) is essential.  

Global progress and normative change  

At the policy level, processes to mainstream dis-
ability into DRR, DRM and humanitarian action 
are quite advanced. Building upon the CRPD 
and its ratification in more than 186 countries 
and regional organizations (Article 2.1), efforts 
to end disability-based discrimination have 
have been incorporated in numerous multi-
lateral agreements and donor policies. Vari-
ous strategies and specific guidelines promote 
disability-inclusion in organizations and their 
interventions.  

The Sendai Framework on Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion 2015-2030 calls upon governments to pri-
oritize the needs and specific requirements of 
persons with disabilities. It establishes that per-
sons with disabilities and their representative 
organizations should be included in all stages 
of the disaster response efforts, from design to 
implementation (UNDRR 2015). Another crucial 

Persons with disabilities

73%  
of persons with disabilities 
would have difficulty evacuating 
in the event of a sudden-onset 
disaster. Only 21% could evacua-
te without difficulty and 6% 
would not be able to evacuate 
at all.

Source: UNISDR (2014) 
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instrument, the Humanitarian Disability Char-
ter (2016), does not have a disaster focus but 
promotes the protection, safety, and respect for 
dignity for persons with disabilities in all situa-
tions of risk, including armed conflict and other 
humanitarian emergencies. Moreover, it is open 
to endorsement for all relevant stakeholders 
involved in humanitarian contexts, including UN 
agencies, non-governmental organizations, and 
organizations of persons with disabilities. With 
226 endorsements thus far, signatories commit 
themselves to render humanitarian action inclu-
sive by lifting barriers and ensuring participation 
of persons with disabilities in the development, 
planning and implementation of humanitarian 
programs. The Charter also served as a catalyst 
for the drafting of the 2019 Inter-Agency Stand-
ing Committee Guidelines on Inclusion of Per-
sons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action 
(IASC Guidelines 2019). These Guidelines were 
developed in a participatory and inclusive pro-
cess over three years and provide stakeholders 
with guidance on how to translate the Human-
itarian Disability Charter into practice by pro-
viding practical orientation, including indica-
tors and sector-specific recommendations for 
all stages of a disability-inclusive intervention 
from assessment to monitoring and evaluation. 
Recommended actions include improving access 
for persons with disabilities to essential infra-
structure, for example through weelchair ramps 
(Inter-Agency Standing Committee 2019, 172).  

Disability inclusion gained further momen-
tum with the launch of the UN Disability Strat-
egy (United Nations 2019), the adoption of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross 

Vision 2030 on Disability (ICRC 2020), Guid-
ance on Strengthening Disability Inclusion in 
Humanitarian Response Plans (2019), which 
create a roadmap for each organization to 
translate their commitments into action. Nev-
ertheless, despite this progress in policy devel-
opment, persons with disabilities continue to 
face numerous barriers in practice and, as men-
tioned, often remain at the margins of DRR and 
humanitarian response efforts.  

Challenges to disability inclusion 

The exclusion of persons with disabilities from 
DRR, DRM as well as humanitarian relief and 
response efforts can be attributed to various 
factors, most notably limited staff capacity and 
financial resources. A 2022 study across eight 
low- and middle-income countries highlighted 
that there is lack of knowledge, capacity and 
funding to effectively include persons with dis-
abilities in preparedness and humanitarian 
response efforts (Gvetadze and Pertiwi 2022).  

When disabilities are targeted or mainstreamed 
in the development, planning and implementa-
tion of humanitarian programs, the focus tends 
to be on visible impairments, such as blind-
ness or restricted mobility, while persons with 
intellectual, psychosocial, or other “invisible” 
impairments are frequently overlooked (Funke 
2022, 393). Stigma and discrimination further 
contribute to the low participation of persons 
with disabilities in community meetings, focus 
group discussions, and consultations (Funke 
and Dijkzeul 2022, 18). 

Compounding the problem is the frequent 
absence of reasonable accommodation, such 
as sign language interpretation or screen read-
ers that enable an individual with a disability to 
have equal opportunity and participate in soci-
ety. However, participation is a crucial element 
in identifying and addressing persisting barri-
ers when disasters occur and taking necessary 
measures to remove them in a timely manner. 
Furthermore, most mainstream humanitarian 
organizations still perceive disability inclusion 
not as a cross-cutting issue to be mainstreamed 
in all their policies and programs, but as a spe-
cific topic which is best addressed by disabil-
ity-focused organizations, such as Christian 

Persons with disabilities

Up to

400%  
higher risk of persons with 
disabilities dying during a 
disaster compared to persons 
without disabilities.

Source: UNESCAP (2017)
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Blind Mission (CBM) or Humanity & Inclusion 
(HI). 

Building capacities of humanitarian and DRR 
actors 

In order to make DRR, DRM, and humanitarian 
action more inclusive for persons with disabili-
ties, capacity building and awareness raising are 
crucial. Several strategic capacity building pro-
grams have therefore been initiated. For exam-
ple, in 2022, the United Nations System Staff 
College introduced a self-paced course “United 
Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy – Putting 
Words into Action” (United Nations System 
Staff College 2022). It covers key concepts and 
approaches related to disability inclusion and 
teaches participants how to identify and take 
specific actions for the implementation of the 
UN Disability Strategy in their areas of expertise. 

The Age and Disability Capacity Programme 
(ADCAP) consortium developed a training 
module, a handbook, toolkits, templates and 
material on best practices (Hill et al., 20). With 
these materials, participants shall develop a crit-
ical understanding of age and disability inclu-
sion issues in humanitarian action to improve 
programming, response, and monitoring. The 
course and the supplementary material were 
jointly developed by the Age and Disability con-
sortium, a group of seven agencies working to 
promote age and disability inclusive humani-
tarian assistance: CBM, DisasterReady.org, HI, 
HelpAge International, IFRC, Oxford Brookes 
University and RedR UK (ADCAP 2017). 

In addition, the Disability Reference Group 
developed seven training modules for trainers 
to facilitate learning, reflections and discus-
sions around disability-inclusive humanitar-
ian action. The modules cover different aspects 
of inclusion, such as Accessibility, Universal 
Design and Rasonable Accommodation, Inclu-
sive Programme Cycle Management, and Inclu-
sive Accountability to Affected Populations 
(International Disability Alliance n.d.b).  

Another initiative is the “Leave No One Behind!” 
project, developed and launched by Handicap 
International (HI) and CBM, after the 2016 
World Humanitarian Summit. This project, 

funded by the German Federal Foreign Office 
(GFFO), is more comprehensive than a general 
training module. It also promotes disability 
mainstreaming in humanitarian action through 
awareness raising and capacity development 
with targeted and tailored seminars or coaching 
sessions. 

Due to the continuous and growing demand, the 
second phase of the project extended the target 
group to local partner organization and con-
tained the development of nine online training 
modules. Additionally, Phase 2 addressed the 
evidence gap on disability inclusion in human-
itarian action by incorporating applied research 
with the Institute for International Law of Peace 
and Armed Conflict (IFHV) as the third project 
partner. Through fieldwork in Bangladesh and 
South Sudan, the team identified challenges in 
implementing inclusive humanitarian action 
(Funke and Dijkzeul 2021, 2022). In Bangla-
desh, for example, short funding cycles, fre-
quent staff turnover, government policies and 
administrative procedures that entail a high 
workload for humanitarian staff reduce the 
time and resources needed to create an inclusive 
environment and ensure the meaningful partici-
pation of persons with disabilities. 

A third phase began in 2022 and will conclude by 
the end of 2024. Building upon the results, expe-
riences, and lessons from the previous phases, 
the third phase aims to support the operational-
ization of the IASC Guidelines. It involves activi-
ties related to the development of inclusive tools 
tailored for mainstream humanitarian actors, 
such as rapid needs assessment questionnaires, 
which better identify households with persons 
with disabilities, development of sector-specific 
learning packages, as well as capacity develop-
ment and support for local technical staff and 
surge mechanisms in East and West Africa. One 
very recent example is the technical support of 
CBMs’ LNOB country team in Cameroon, where 
they worked with the humanitarian community 
on disability-mainstreaming during the devel-
opment of the Humanitarian Needs Overview 
and Humanitarian Response Plan 2023 (OCHA 
2023). This resulted in an increase in activities 
and indicators which specifically target per-
sons with disabilities, for example the protec-
tion indicator “Number of children, care-givers 
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and persons with disabilities (including their 
care-givers) accessing mental health or psycho-
social support.” 

Strengthening capacities of persons with 
disabilities 

It is equally important to strengthen the capac-
ities of persons with disabilities and their rep-
resentative organizations (Grech 2022, 15). 
Recent studies in Niger and Cameroon have 
shown that even OPDs involved in humanitar-
ian action often have limited knowledge on the 
humanitarian coordination system. Hence, 
they face challenges in accessing funding and 
resources and participating in cluster coordina-
tion meetings and specialized working groups 
(Takougang 2022; Capo and Sidibe 2023). Even 
when invited to consultations or planning meet-
ings, persons with disabilities may struggle to 
actively contribute if they lack an understand-
ing of key concepts and terminology. Therefore, 
capacity building initiatives have also addressed 
the needs of OPDs to strengthen their ability to 
engage effectively with their humanitarian and 
DRR counterparts. The International Disability 
Alliance and the International Disability and 
Development Consortium, for example, created 
an intensive training program on the CRPD and 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the 
so-called “Bridge CRPD-SDG” training initiative 
(International Disability Alliance 2021). A spe-
cific training module on Article 11 of the CRPD 
on situations of risk and humanitarian emer-
gencies aims to build stronger relationships 
between OPDs and experienced humanitarian 
actors to realize Article 11, the Sendai Frame-
work, and the Charter on Inclusion of Persons 
with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action (Fleury 
and Ujah Sulayman AbdulMumuni 2020, 13).  

Outlook 

Following the adoption of the CRPD, signifi-
cant progress has been made at the global and 
national policy levels to promote disability inclu-
sion. Nevertheless, the policy-implementation 
gap is significant and requires more dedicated 
funding and capacity building. While the issue of 
resource allocation primarily relies on commit-
ments from government donors, mainstream 
organizations have begun to prioritize disabil-
ity inclusion internally and in programming, 

leading to an increased demand for capacity 
building in mainstreaming disability. Various 
training modules address this demand. The 
“Leave No One Behind” project offers technical 
support, for example, through tailored in-house 
trainings, development of sector-specific learn-
ing packages, and applied research. Promising 
initiatives, such as the “Bridge CRPD-SDG” 
training, complement these efforts and target 
OPDs. However, we are only at the beginning 
of mainstreaming disability throughout the 
humanitarian sector. To make DRR, DRM and 
humanitarian action inclusive, further sustained 
capacity building efforts and dedicated funding 
are needed. In the future, we also need more 
evaluations of the actual impacts of these ini-
tiatives and collections of best practices to help 
more organizations in their quest to become 
more disability inclusive.
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2.3 Intersecting Vulnerabilities: Why thinking 
intersectionally matters in disaster contexts   

This article explores the idea of intersectionality from a critical perspective and a 
gender lens. It discusses what adopting an intersectional approach implies in the-
ory, and importantly in practice, in the disaster context, but at the same time prob-
lematizes the way intersectionality has tended to be operationalised by agencies 
and institutions to date. While it highlights the complexities and challenges with 
applying an intersectional lens in policy and practice, it also argues it is a necessity 
if we are to ‘leave no one behind’ and are to address vulnerability and risk at its 
root causes.  

It has long been recognised that risk is deter-
mined by the interaction between exposure 
and vulnerability. As such, different groups of 
people can experience the same hazard event 
differently. While vulnerability is a contested 
term and a complex notion, it is often assumed 
by policy makers and planners that we know 
who the vulnerable are–the very old and the 
very young, those with physical disabilities, and 
very often women. Exploring why women are 
considered to be vulnerable 
helps highlight why inter-
sectionality matters.   

Questioning women’s 
vulnerability 

The 2004 Indian Ocean 
Tsunamis clearly high-
lighted that women’s vul-
nerability lies not with bio-
logical weakness, but with 
gendered social codes of conduct that restrict 
women’s bodies and movement, putting them 
at greater risk than men (Nasreen 2012). For 
example, in Sri Lanka, women’s traditional saris 
wrapped restrictively around their bodies were 
a hindrance when there was a need to run fast 
(Oxfam 2005). Yet, the idea that hormonal and 
biological characteristics render women weaker 
than men remains a strong social narrative. This 
supposed physiological weakness is implicit in 
the Geneva Convention when suggesting that 
women shall be ‘treated with all consideration 
due to their sex’ (Gardam and Jervis 2001, 95), 
while the 1973 Declaration on the Protection of 
Women and Children in Armed Conflict states 

explicitly that ‘women and children […] are the 
most vulnerable members of the population’. 
In the disaster context, the UN suggest ‘women 
always tend to suffer most from the impact of 
disasters’ (UN/ADPC 2010, 8). 

This homogenised view of women as vulnerable 
is justified through a biology that is based on 
women as child bearers. Societies that see the 
main value and role of women as mothers will 

often subconsciously 
picture all women as 
pregnant, and when not 
pregnant encumbered 
by children. Heavily 
pregnant women or a 
woman with a small 
child to carry may 
indeed be slower and 
less able to respond to 
a fast-moving and sud-
den onset hazardous 

event (the stereotypical notion of disaster). In 
the latter example vulnerability stems not from 
being a woman but from being a mother. More 
precisely it stems from the caring roles socially 
assigned to women, which means they are the 
ones caring for, and here carrying, the small 
child.  

Risk is intersectional 

Being a woman in itself does not create vulnera-
bility. The most robust evidence for a ‘feminised 
disaster mortality’ comes from an analysis by 
Neumayer and Plümper (2007) which con-
cludes that in situations of greater inequality, 
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there is greater chance that more women will 
die. In Sri Lanka, as in many countries, women 
often stay in their homes in the face of hazards, 
as cultural practices mean they are not allowed 
to leave without male agreement or accompa-
niment (Ariyabandu 2009). In Bangladesh 
many parents were found to consider cyclone 
shelters to be unsafe for girls and preferred to 
leave them at home rather than expose them to 
the perceived potential harms that arise from 
shared sleeping and sanitary facilities (Plan 
2011). In contrast, at times societal expecta-
tions of men to protect and provide for their 
family may place them in higher risk situations. 
For example, men in Nicaragua during Hurri-
cane Mitch sought to cross fast flowing rivers to 
save cattle, while men, in particular Black men 
stayed in their homes during Hurricane Katrina 
to protect their property and to ensure their 
access to employment once the water receded 
(Bradshaw 2013). 

Risk is socially constructed, and thus who will 
be most at risk varies by context and charac-
teristics, such as gender, race, and age. It is the 
combination of specific economic, social and 
cultural characteristics in any given context, 
that creates vulnerability. This notion of the 
combination of characteristics and the context 
in which they occur as key, is the essence of 
intersectionality.   

Intersectionality reveals vulnerabilities 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) first used the term 
intersectionality to express the specific issues 
faced by working class Black women seeking 

employment in factories in the USA  in the 
1960s and 70s, to highlight how their dual, or 
intersecting characteristics meant they were 
discriminated against. While (White and Black) 
men were employed on the factory floor, women 
were not. Women were employed in adminis-
trative roles, but only White women. There was 
not seen to be a race issue as Black men were 
employed, nor a gender issue, as White women 
were also employed. Only by looking at the 
intersection can the injustice be revealed.  

Carbado and Crenshaw (2019) note to opera-
tionalise intersectionality means problematiz-
ing the roots of discriminations. The need to 
understand the intersection of discriminations 
to get to the heart of multiple oppressions, and 
then to question power at that intersection. In 
a disaster context only by looking at the inter-
section of characteristics such as gender, race, 
class can vulnerability be revealed, understood 
and addressed. Yet, while intersectionality is 
implicit when considering who is more or less 
vulnerable to hazards, it is often not explicitly 
noted in disaster contexts, nor adequately oper-
ationalised (Nasreen 2022).  

We need links not lists 

What we do often see is a listing of so-called 
protected characteristics that are assumed to 
make people vulnerable, or a list of analytical 
categories to include. For example, the Sen-
dai Framework when stressing governments 
should engage with relevant stakeholders, 
notes the need to include “women, children 
and youth, persons with disabilities, poor peo-
ple, migrants, indigenous peoples [...].” (pp. 
10). Intersectionality, however, is not about the 
number but about the combination of charac-
teristics and about how they intersect to render 
certain groups more vulnerable. 

The links between age, gender, and marital sta-
tus serve as an example: Young women living 
with their parents are generally dependent on 
the decisions made for them, including during 
disasters. Those living with male partners 
may have more independence, but research 
from Nicaragua shows they have less access to 
and control over household assets than older 
married women (Bradshaw 2001). Widows 

2-3 x  
Share of assets lost by poor
people* in extreme natural
events compared to the rest
of the population.

*Lowest 20%  

Source: World Bank Group (2017)

People living in poverty

Why do we use a capital 
“w” in “White people”? 

“White” (with a capital “w”) 
describes people who have a 
privileged position in society 
as they are not subject to 
racism. The capital “w” is 
intended to distinguish the 
term from its other meanings 
and to emphasize the diffi-
culties of using terminology 
based on skin color. It indi-
cates that the term is being 
used as a socially constructed 
category and not an objective 
or natural characteristic. Its 
use reflects an awareness 
and sensitivity in dealing with 
racist power structures and 
efforts to ensure language 
choices are inclusive and 
well-considered.  An
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across the globe often face economic insecu-
rity and social stigma on losing their partner 
(UN Women 2021). All combinations of char-
acteristics can produce vulnerabilities at the 
intersections.  

Disaggregation can be dangerous 

The move toward data driven humanitarian 
action and the drive to recognise multiple dis-
advantages, has meant operationalisation of 
an intersectional approach has often taken the 
form of the adding on of characteristics, add-
ing more and more columns into a spreadsheet 
of disadvantages to calculate who is the most 
vulnerable. Rubin in 1975 talked of women’s 
oppression as being characterised by a ‘monot-
onous similarity’ but demonstrating an ‘endless 
variety’, and it remains an important idea. Dis-
aggregation can take the focus from the monot-
onous similarity of structural causes of inequal-
ities and rather focus on the endless variety of 
outcomes of inequality.  

Disaggregation into smaller, and smaller groups 
of intersections often leads to specific targeted 
policies being designed to meet the perceived 
needs of these micro-groups. One group often 
highlighted as particularly vulnerable is single 
mothers or female heads of household. While 
there is little empirical evidence to support this, 
and often evidence suggests they are in fact not 
the ‘poorest of the poor’ (Chant 2008), post-
event they are often targeted with resources 
ahead of the majority of women, those living 
with a male partner.  By meeting the needs of 
micro-groups, we are seen to be meeting the 

needs of the most vulnerable. We may however 
then miss the wider picture.  

Focus on group-based inequalities, not groups 
of individuals 

Intersectionality is about getting to the heart 
of multiple and intersecting oppressions and 
questioning power at that intersection. As such, 
at the intersection it is important to keep a focus 
not on the characteristics of the individuals, 
but on the structural causes of inequalities, to 
address inequalities of power at their structural 
roots, not via their myriad outcomes.  

While a focus on specific groups means their 
needs are recognised and can be addressed, 
such as disabled women’s sanitary needs, the 
focus is often on groups of individuals, rather 
than group-based inequalities. During hurri-
cane Katrina, assumptions that women over 65 
years of age would be more vulnerable due to 
their age were not borne out. It was not elderly 
women as a group, but rather the twinning of 
race and gender, group-based inequalities, that 
was important for understanding impact (Will-
inger and Knight 2012).  

Avoid assumptions 

Intersectionality recognises people have mul-
tiple identities, different characteristics that 
define who they are, and the importance of any 
one characteristic may be specific to time, place, 
and context. In the disaster context it is import-
ant also to recognise how the hazard event, and 
the response to the event, may impact on the 
intersections and produce vulnerabilities (Azad 
et al. 2014).   

While many Western development and human-
itarian agencies suggest there is a ‘window of 
opportunity’ post-disaster to challenge and 
change gender roles and relations, this goes 
against what actually gains access to aid in 
crisis situations. As gender intersects with a 
highly racialized set of relations embedded in 
colonial gratitude, showing weakness gains 
access to resources, showing gratitude is the 
correct response once access is gained (Henry 
and Highgate 2013). In this context it is overtly 
feminine characteristics that gain access to 

Almost

2 x
Likelihood of poor
people living in fragile 
dwellings.

Source: World Bank Group (2017) 
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resources and women must enhance their vic-
tim status to enable their access to aid. Hilhorst 
et al. (2018) suggest aid workers play along with 
rather than challenge these stereotypes, in part 
because of the social acceptability of this focus 
(Carpenter 2005).  

Avoid othering 

It seems often when we operationalise inter-
sectionality we place one characteristic to the 
fore. For example, we start with inequalities 
that derive from gender, then focus on specific 
groups of women as demonstrating ‘variations 
of’ these inequalities–a focus on the endless 
variety. This approach highlights the ‘other-
ness’ of some women. The danger of ‘othering’ 
is another important insight gained from adopt-
ing an intersectional approach.  

Crenshaw’s work highlighted not only that the 
discrimination against Black women came from 
them being both women and Black, but also 
how this could be ignored and had been invis-
ibilised. In terms of race, the civil rights move-
ment spoke from within patriarchal structures 
placing Black men’s experiences as central, 
meaning Black women’s interests were neither 
recognised nor addressed. In feminist circles, 
women were conceived in the image of the dom-
inant group and as such reflected the concerns 
and problems of White, largely middle-class 
women. They promoted a shared experience 
of subordination that actually emerged from 
their own experience. As ‘sisters in struggle’ 
these concerns became the main concerns of all 
women, leading the Black feminist activist bell 
hooks (1981) to ask of the women’s movement, 
‘ain’t I a woman?’  

Intersectionality is then about challenging pro-
cesses that homogenise people, in Crenshaw’s 
original construction: women. It is also about 
problematizing the construction of the norm, 
here women as White and Western. Positioning 
Southern women’s experiences and interests 
against a heterosexual, White, middle-class, 
Western women reference point (Mohanty 
2003) means in the Global South women are 
often pictured as ‘poor, pregnant and power-
less’ (Win 2009). This construct is the opposite 

of what is called for when adopting an intersec-
tional approach!  

Intersectionality recognises power as well as 
powerlessness, in that it is context specific, 
and a dynamic not static concept. For exam-
ple, Black-minority ethnic women in Honduras 
might be assumed to fit the ‘poor, pregnant and 
powerless’ model but as members of the Comité 
de Emergencia Garifuna they have been rec-
ognised as performing important post-disas-
ter rescue functions and longer-term develop-
ment work such as construction of safe housing 
(Fordham and Gupta 2010). 

Ain’t I more than a woman? 

Each individual has multiple different identities, 
and which is key for them may not be the same 
as what an outsider, or expert, might assume. 
A poor indigenous woman may see herself and 
her concerns as being more closely allied to her 
male counterparts than to a non-indigenous 
woman, particularly a middle-class city dweller. 
Assuming gender is her key vulnerability is a 
mistake. She may understand the main issue to 
be the capitalist system that forces her to live 
on a flood plain so she can access paid work in a 
factory, or the colonial heritage that has driven 
her from her and her peoples’ lands. Her strug-
gle then is with indigenous men, not against 
them.  

This means it is important that ‘we’ do not 
assume to know which oppressions matter most 
for ‘others’, but that instead analysis allows the 
characteristics that matter to the people them-
selves in terms of how they experience their 
own oppression to be revealed (Bradshaw et al. 
2017). 

Intersectionality adds more than it costs 

Some gender critics of intersectionality point 
to it as taking away from what they see to be 
the key oppression for women, their gender 
identity, and taking the spotlight of women. 
It is argued that in some contexts just talking 
gender is already seen as controversial in itself, 
and that including discussion of women’s spe-
cific issues in policy and practice is a big step 
forward. To then add in other characteristics 

Why do we use a capital 
“b” in “Black people”? 

“Black” (with a capital 
“b”) is a term established 
by the people to whom it 
refers to describe a social 
position influenced by 
racism. The capital letter 
highlights the fact that it is 
a constructed label rather 
than indicating an inherent 
characteristic based on skin 
color. Consequently, being 
Black encompasses a shared 
experience of racism as a 
result of being assigned this 
attribute as well as implying 
membership of an actual or 
assumed ethnic group. An
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is seen to complicate matters and to threaten 
advances made. However, an intersectional 
approach can bring gendered benefits.  

Intersectionality allows us the option of tak-
ing an ‘intersectionality with gender’ approach 
rather than talking ‘gender and intersectional-
ity’. Talking about gender as part of, or within a 
wider intersectional conversation around vari-
ous types of disadvantage can be seen to be less 
threatening in some deeply patriarchal contexts 
where the mention of gender would end the 
conversation before it even began. Focussing on 
intersectional discriminations and not privileg-
ing a ‘gender and…’ discussion, can get gender 
onto agendas where it was previously denied.  

While an intersectional approach can lead to 
micro-groups, it should actually do the opposite 
and open up agendas and spaces to a plural-
ity of voices which together can be louder and 
more likely to be heard. During the negotiations 
around the Sendai Framework the different civil 
society groupings recognised by the UN worked 
together to maximise the limited times and 
capacities to influence member states and thus 

the policy. This was intersectionality in action, 
with the disabled caucus always mentioning 
age and gender as interrelated and important 
issues, or the gender group highlighting the 
issue of indigenous peoples as a key to under-
standing some women’s oppression.    

Concluding thoughts: The personal is 
professional 

To avoid the issues raised above, an intersec-
tional approach calls for us to adopt a perspec-
tive on structures of oppression which puts the 
spotlight not only on the victim but also on the 
victimising structures. It asks us not only to 
look at who we see to be the victims–the vul-
nerable, those at risk–but also ourselves and 
our role in creating or sustaining the oppressive 
structures that construct that vulnerability and 
risk (Bankoff and Hilhorst 2020). This can be 
personally and professionally challenging. To 
adopt an intersectional approach is not easy, 
but it is necessary if we are to address vulner-
ability and risk at its root causes, to get to the 
heart of the intersecting oppressions, and in 
this way address its myriad lived realities.  
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2.4 Global Hunger Crisis – Why Recognizing Age and 
Gender is Vital for Survival   

In March 2023, the German Federal Foreign Office published the "Guidelines for Fem-
inist Foreign Policy". In these guidelines, the German Federal Foreign Office, as one 
of the world's most important donors of humanitarian assistance recognizes that, due 
to their diversity, people are affected differently by crises. Humanitarian crises can 
act as important drivers for social change, which often occurs automatically due to 
shifts in power. This can be either negatively exacerbated or consciously considered 
by humanitarian actors. The example of the global hunger crisis and the associated 
age- and gender-specific impacts clearly show how important it is to take this diver-
sity into account. Gender inequality in the context of humanitarian assistance must be 
analyzed and addressed in order to save lives.

Facts, context, and background to the global 
hunger crisis 

Humanitarian action supports people who find 
themselves in crisis situations due to conflict 
or natural extreme events exceeding their own 
coping capacities. It is based on the humanitar-
ian principles of humanity, neutrality, impar-
tiality, and independence. Its aim is to save lives 
and alleviate suffering (Auswärtiges Amt 2023). 

Diversity is also increasingly being discussed in 
the context of humanitarian programs against 
the backdrop of the newly published feminist 
foreign and development policy of the German 
Federal Government (Auswärtiges Amt 2023; 
Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusam-
menarbeit und Entwicklung 2023). It is import-
ant to understand how the different social and 
political realities of a group of people interact 
and produce different forms of discrimination 

and privilege. This is in line with the do-no-
harm principle (Koordinierungsausschuss 
Humanitäre Hilfe et al. 2014). 

The global food crisis is an example of how 
humanitarian crises affect different social 
groups disproportionately. It is precisely in such 
life-threatening situations that dynamics of 
oppression and discrimination are reinforced. 
At the same time, as disasters are disruptive 
and can affect existing power structures, a win-
dow for change is opened. In this context and 
beyond, a competition for power among differ-
ent groups determines which social groups will 
control important resources and gain political 
decision-making power in the future (VENRO 
2010). However, this requires contextual analy-
ses that acknowledge the complexity of the sit-
uation. And this is where the challenges begin: 

Although the triggers for an acute food crisis 
may differ among countries, all countries have 
to deal with multiple, interconnected, and mutu-
ally reinforcing causes of food insecurity. This 
is why we speak of a global hunger crisis–not 
many hunger crises. Three major factors–i.e. 
conflict, economic instability, and climate 
change impacts (such as weather extremes)–
form a vicious cycle that often results in pro-
tracted crises (World Food Programme 2022).   

At least 345 million people in 82 countries 
are currently experiencing acute food inse-
curity due to the hunger crisis–a number 
that has been rising since 2019 (World Food 
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Programme 2023). It is estimated that one per-
son dies of hunger every four seconds (Oxfam 
2022). Globally, nearly 45 million children 
under the age of five suffer from acute malnu-
trition (UN News 2022). One in five deaths of 
children aged zero to five years is due to severe 
acute malnutrition, which is one of the greatest 
risk factors to child survival (UNICEF 2022). 
The risk of a child dying from a typical disease 
is eleven times higher for the millions of chil-
dren who are severely malnourished (UNICEF 
2022). Around 149 million children under the 
age of five experience delays in growth and 
development due to a diet that is chronically 
deficint in essential nutrients. (FAO 2022). In 
addition, available data suggest that about 150 
million more women than men were affected by 
food insecurity in 2021 (Care 2022)–a gap that 
continues to grow (FAO 2022). 

Beyond the numbers – what the statistics do 
not show

Current statistics paint a harrowing pic-
ture–and yet they fail to name many things. 
Headlines often do not tell us anything about 
individual susceptibility to acute food inse-
curity, nor about the underlying factors that 
determine different outcomes / impacts. This 
is also because disaggregated data is often 
not available. This is not only dangerous for 
the people affected, but also limits the oppor-
tunities of providing adequate solutions for 
sustainable assistance. 

Nevertheless, there is an agreement (Sphere 
Associations 2018) that gender plays an import-
ant role for the protection and well-being of 

children and adults alike (Fu 2022)–in combi-
nation with factors such as age, disability, eth-
nicity, and displacement status (Fu 2022). 

The causes and consequences of food insecurity 
are inextricably linked to gender–the most food 
insecure countries are also the countries with 
the greatest gender inequality (Care 2022). This 
plays a role in the way food is produced and 
consumed. It also shapes the strategies people 
adopt to cope with the situation. And it influ-
ences the multiple impacts of hunger and food 
insecurity on those affected (Wright 2023). 
The following remarks on how girls and young 
women are affected are to be understood as 
exemplary. They in no way claim to be exhaus-
tive but can only provide an insight into the 
complex dynamics. 

Indirect consequences of acute food insecurity 
for girls and young women 

Existing gender norms shape girls’ and wom-
en’s susceptibility to the effects of food insecu-
rity. The gendered distribution and consump-
tion of food at the household level often leads to 
girls and women eating less, or only after boys 
and men have eaten. For married girls in some 
contexts, their lower status within the house-
hold may also mean that they are denied food 
by their husbands, his relatives, or his other 
wives (Fu 2022). 

Women- and child-headed households and 
girls and women with disabilities face dispro-
portionately higher barriers to accessing food. 
They have less income but must generate it to 
cover the cost of food. This puts them at risk of 
abuse and exploitation, such as child labor or 
sexual exploitation for food. Likewise, relevant 
information on food distribution or registration 
points may not be offered in a child-friendly or 
accessible way (Wright 2023; United Nations 
2020). 

Like any crisis, acute food insecurity exacer-
bates the risks of violence, abuse, and exploita-
tion that girls and women face both inside and 
outside their homes. It is quite common for 
women and girls to be responsible for procuring 
and preparing food. Associated activities, such 
as obtaining water and firewood for cooking, 

Women and children

14 x 
Women’s and children’s
likelihood of dying in a disaster
compared to men. 

Source: UN Women Deutschland (2022)
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can increase their risk of sexual abuse. Direct-
ing information about food assistance explicitly 
towards women and girls can create tensions in 
the household, increasing the risk of domestic 
violence (IASC 2015). 

Strategies used to cope with food insecurity 
increase the vulnerability of girls and women 
to violence–risks that are exacerbated in con-
flict situations or during displacement. These 
risks include child, early, and forced marriages, 
which were already common before the current 
food crisis in many of the contexts studied (Plan 
International 2023). Food insecurity may place 
pressure on families to marry off their daugh-
ters to obtain a dowry, ensure the economic 
well-being of the girl, or reduce food needs 
within the family (IASC 2015). 

The hunger crisis has a negative impact on chil-
dren's education. This impact varies depending 
on the child’s gender. Girls' enrolment and/
or attendance in school has declined sharply 
in countries affected by fragility, conflict, and 
violence (The World Bank 2022). Moreover, 
hunger generally negatively impacts the ability 
of children to learn (World Food Programme 
2019). With families threatened by food insecu-
rity, girls may increasingly take care of younger 
siblings to enable their parents to work or 
obtain food. This forces them to miss classes or 
drop out of school. Their education appears less 
profitable compared to the education of boys 
who are expected to be more responsible for 
paid work and thus income generation (Wright 
2023). 

The unmet needs in the area of sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) (UNFPA 2023) also 
have serious consequences, not only for the 
education of girls and young women. These 
were neglected even before the crisis and, as a 
result, the number of unwanted pregnancies 
and sexually transmitted infections is increas-
ing. There is a lack of information, health ser-
vices, and goods, such as contraceptives, med-
icines, or menstrual products. This is also due 
to funds–both government funds from donors 
and individual expenditure by affected peo-
ple–being primarily invested in food to ensure 
survival. Accordingly, less financial resources 
remain for sexual and reproductive health. 

Moreover, in many cases, girls and women do 
not have the power to make decisions about 
their own health care, sex, or contraception 
(UNFPA 2023). For these reasons, unwanted 
pregnancies tend to increase in times of crisis. 
And the risk associated with pregnancy in a sit-
uation of crisis context is exacerbated by malnu-
trition (UNFPA 2022). Malnutrition increases 
the risk of miscarriage and maternal mortality, 
as well as stillbirths, neonatal deaths, low birth 
weight, and growth delay in children, leading to 
intergenerational malnutrition (WHO 2020). 
Here, too, age is a significant factor. Pregnant 
girls aged 15 to 19 years are twice as likely to die 
during childbirth than women over the age of 
20 (UNFPA 2023). 

Possible solutions

Interventions to address the current global 
hunger crisis reveal the need to consider 
the different needs of target groups, partic-
ularly the ways in which they are shaped by 
entrenched gender inequalities. Otherwise, 
there is a risk that the specific needs of girls 
and women will be neglected and progress 
towards gender equality that has already taken 
place will be undermined (Wright 2023). An 
intersectional view is essential to understand 
how different forms of discrimination are 
interrelated. An important misunderstanding 
must be addressed here: While girls and young 
women are particularly affected by the hunger 
crisis, they must not be victimized. They are 
important actors who have an impact in society 
that should not be underestimated. If they can 
claim their rights, this has a positive impact 
on society as a whole. For example, 45 million 
people could benefit from food security if 
gender differences in agricultural productivity 
were overcome (World Food Programme 
2023). 

Humanitarian assistance always takes place 
under difficult conditions. Closing the gap 
between aspiration and reality as well as theory 
and practice is one of the central challenges, 
especially in the context of humanitarian action 
(Behmer 2013). 

Challenges already arise in ensuring that food 
security data is disaggregated by gender, age, 
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and disability and includes information on 
the needs of children and adolescents. Assess-
ments and data collection conducted during 
crises should be strengthened to better identify 
and understand particular needs and risks of 
specific gender and age groups. One problem, 
however, is that this can be costly and time-con-
suming (IASC 2018). Here, donors can make a 
crucial contribution. 

In this context, a quantitative assessment alone 
is not enough. Public donors should push for 
efforts beyond mere data collection. Taking into 
account special categories such as age and gen-
der broaden the perspective to include further 
intersectional categories (Behmer 2013). There-
fore, gender, age, and disability markers can be 
important tools for donors in selecting human-
itarian projects (Behmer 2013). For example, 
access to food distribution in humanitarian con-
texts should not be based solely on quantitative 
data such as the number of food distribution 
points. The marker would also include whether 
women face harassment during food distribu-
tion or whether children find their way home 
without getting lost. Addressing these intersec-
tional categories could ensure that all popula-
tion groups benefit from food distribution and 

that no one is disadvantaged. It is also import-
ant to constantly consider local conditions to 
not do any harm in the respective context and 
to avoid unintended effects. 

Another challenge is related to the right to 
participation among target populations. This 
implies the imperative for humanitarian actors 
to question their own work and effectiveness 
and to be open for criticism of the target group. 
It must be ensured that the target group is con-
sulted and involved in the design of humanitar-
ian work. This equally applies to children and 
young people. 

Wherever possible, locally led programs must 
be supported, as local organizations are often 
the first on the ground after an extreme natural 
event and know the realities of affected areas 
best (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2022). Local orga-
nizations, including young women-led orga-
nizations, need direct, flexible, and additional 
resources, as well as a central role in deciding on 
interventions. Unequal power and dependency 
relations need to be addressed. Not only within 
the local population, but also with respect to 
one’s own role as a humanitarian actor, donor, 
and policy maker. 
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Disaster gender gap

   Higher susceptibility to 
post-traumatic stress 
disorders 

   Higher incidence of 
experience of sexual, 
interpersonal, and 
gender-specific violence

   Higher incidence of 
sexually transmitted 
diseases and unplanned 
pregnancies due to 
interrupted access to 
menstrual hygiene 
products, contracep-
tives, and sexual and 
reproductive healthcare 
services 

   Lower food intake due 
to priority being given 
to men and boys

   Higher probability of being taken out of 
school if school fees increase and/or more 
help is required with housework 

   Higher risk of early/forced marriage 

 Higher probability  
of being taken out 
of school if required 
for work

  Higher suicide rates due 
to traditional male roles 
making it difficult to seek  
or accept help

  Higher risk of injury due to 
more frequent employment 
in disaster management and 
reconstruction 

Education and child labor

   Less access to (early) 
information about 
disasters and protection 
measures

    Limited empowerment 
due to dependence on 
male family members

   Higher mortality rate 
due to poor self-evac-
uation skills (such as 
climbing or swimming) 

    Limited mobility due to 
restrictive clothing 

   Evacuation made more 
difficult by gender care 
gap (higher responsi-
bility for children and 
persons requiring care) 

Life expectancy and mortality

Mental and physical health

   Severe (existential) 
impact of loss of 
revenue/profit/pay due 
to smaller businesses, 
poorer pay and smaller 
financial reserves

   Restricted access to 
employment in recon-
struction or disaster 
protection

   Higher risk of sliding 
into poverty due to 
lack of access to social 
protection systems 

     Increased household 
duties and care work, 
resulting in fewer 
opportunities for paid 
work  

  

 Higher economic 
loss in absolute 
figures (due to 
assets being more 
valuable)

Economic security and social protection

Figure 5: Negative post-disaster impacts are significantly stronger and more common for women (or people read as female)

 33 WorldRiskReport 2023



Ecuador

Empowering women to support the 
green transition
Country profile 

In 2008, Ecuador adopted an extreme-
ly progressive constitution that explicitly 
incorporates the “buen vivir” (or “good 
living”) concept. Drawing on this indig-
enous philosophy, the focus of the new 
constitution is living life in harmony with 
nature. However, the recent governments’ 
approach to development has failed to 
live up to the goals set out in the consti-
tution, instead concentrating on exporting 
crude oil and agricultural produce (primar-
ily bananas and flowers). When oil pric-
es fell, President Moreno’s government 
curtailed social and workers’ rights. Mass 
protests ensued and the government’s 
response was brutal. 

The measures taken to tackle the Covid-
19 pandemic led to a significant increase 

in social inequality. Currently, around one 
quarter of Ecuador’s population is living 
below the official poverty line (INEC 2022).  

The country’s women are especially 
disadvantaged. 65% have experience of 
gender-specific violence (UN 2022). Patri-
archal social structures, financial factors 
and deficient infrastructure hamper 
access to school and education for girls 
and women in rural areas. Moreover, the 
women who work in the flower industry in 
Cayambe are only paid a minimum wage, 
which is below the subsistence level. In 
addition, the pesticides used have a fatal 
impact on their own and their children’s 
health. 

WorldRiskIndex Rank 18

Risk
very high  23.58 

Exposure
very high 14.57

Vulnerability
very high 38.15
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The project region is situated in two of 
the country’s poorest cantons, Cayambe 
and Pedro Moncayo, in the Andean High-
lands. Located close to the equator and at 
an altitude of between 2,600 and 5,700 
meters, it has a mostly temperate climate, 
several vegetation zones, extensive biodi-
versity and good conditions for farming. 
However, the amount of land and water 
resources available to small-scale farm-
ers living there is constantly decreasing 
due to the major expansion of the flower 
industry and industrial-scale agriculture. 
This intensive farming is causing environ-
mental contamination. 

Global warming and the extreme weather 
events it causes have left their mark in 
the project area and resulted in the loss of 
traditional Andean crops such as corn or 
quinoa. Crop failures due to sudden cold 
snaps, hail, drought or flooding brought 
on by continuous rainfall have caused 
huge harvest losses and pose a risk to the 
local population’s food sovereignty.

The effects of increasingly unpredictable 
extreme weather events and environmen-
tal pollution arising from intensive mono-
culture farming have been compounded 
by cheap food imports putting pressure 
on market prices and sales of organic 
produce.  

Project context and activities 

The Fundación SEDAL in Ecuador helps 
farming cooperatives’ agroecology efforts 
and offers a joint-use certification system 
to support their marketing activities. Brot 
für die Welt has been providing funding 
for the organization since 2005. Managed 
by women, SEDAL's approach is for 
women farmers to pass on their knowl-
edge about environmentally friendly fruit 
and vegetable farming to other women 
and their families working in small-scale 
agriculture. 

The agroecological farming concept 
includes low-impact, sustainable use of 
land and water, which helps prevent fertile 
land being lost due to climate-change 
effects such as heavy rain or drought. 
For instance, the women SEDAL advises 
make organic fertilizer from pigs’ urine 
and guinea-pigs’ or chickens’ droppings. 
They also grow small trees and bushes 
to provide protection from the wind and 
install rainwater irrigation systems. 

Equipped with techniques like this, the 
women are able to grow crops even at a 
height of more than 3,000 meters, where 
the weather is extremely dry and windy. 
Although the soil is hard and has lost 
some of its fertility as a result of erosion, 
chemical fertilizers and excessive digging, 
the women use organic fertelizers and a 
shallow digging method that protects the 
topsoil, allowing them to grow crops such 
as barley, potatoes onions, lettuce, corn, 
pumpkins and beans. 

To sell their products at markets, they 
form alliances with other women or 
groups of women. Together they agree on 
fixed prices that remain constant regard-
less of the market price fluctuations. This 

reduces competition and price wars. The 
participants monitor compliance with 
environmental standards and have devel-
oped an organic label, which guarantees 
safe and healthy regional products. 

Outcomes and impacts 

This form of solidarity-based local market-
ing, coupled with agroecological produc-
tion, gives many families in Cayambe 
the opportunity to avoid dependency on 
precariously paid jobs and harmful work-
ing conditions in monoculture farming 
and intermediaries in conventional farm-
ing. The women can harvest enough from 
their small-scale farming to be able to 
feed their families themselves. 

Women who sell their agricultural produce 
successfully become more visible in their 
community, take on more leadership 
roles and contribute income to their 
family, thereby encouraging reflection 
on how families and the community see 
gender roles. Many women’s families are 
so impressed by their success that they 
support the production and marketing 
work and are proud of their products. 

By working with the SEDAL project, the 
women become more confident and often 
end up participating in further training 
programs. They also inspire young women 
in rural areas to break away from tradi-
tional views of roles in society and devel-
op new ideas for their own future and that 
of their communities.

Charlotte Spiewok
Program Officer Project Communication,  
Brot für die Welt

53 %
Women with at least some  
secondary education  
(≥ 25 years old) 
Source: GII (2021)

 94 %   95 %
Literacy rate (> 15 years old) 
Source: World Bank (2021)

39 %
Proportion of seats held by  
women in national parliaments 
Source: World Bank (2022)

Situation 
on Diversity 

18,001,000
Inhabitants
Source: World Bank (2022)
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Of places where it will not be good again  

Field report from Pakistan 
Current situation
My colleague and I are on our way to Paki-
stan. For more than ten years, the coun-
try has become a theater of the global 
climate crisis. Its inhabitants are confront-
ed with storms, earthquakes, or heat 
waves every year: frequency increasing. 
From July to September 2022, it rained for 
three months straight, turning Sindh prov-
ince into an ocean. Enormous amounts 
of water buried roads and schools, and 
people watched their houses collapse 
from the hills or ridges where they were 
forced to camp under tarpaulins for up to 
five months. Three years earlier, a clima-
tological study had already predicted such 
a scenario should there be a two-degrees 
increase in global warming (Bashir/Hanif 
2018).  

Upon our arrival: burning heat. We see 
fallow, parched soil where there were 
floods until a few months ago and rice 
fields should be to the left and right of the 

paths: the other side of the climate crises. 
While Europe's inhabitants are warned of 
dramatic health problems and heat-re-
lated deaths at 35 degrees Celsius, the 
temperatures rise to 45 degrees Celsius 
during our stay.  

The rise in temperature affects the 
region’s weather phenomena in such a 
way that the likelihood of renewed heavy 
rainfall and above-average monsoon rains 
increases drastically (Otto et al. 2022). The 
parched soils cannot absorb the water, 
which leads to further flooding. The crisis 
is a vicious cycle. 

The villages we visited are in Sindh, in 
areas that were most affected by the 
floods. We meet people in sheer despair. 
The months of continuous rain had not 
only left them trapped, but also isolated–
no sun, no electricity, no light, no charged 
cell phones. At the same time, they 
lacked places for privacy and retreat in 

WorldRiskIndex Rank 11

Risk
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the makeshift camps. Women, who were 
exposed to the glances and intrusive-
ness of men during all forms of personal 
hygiene, were particularly affected. 

But the villagers did not only lose their 
houses. They had to decide between 
saving themselves or their livestock. 
Those who were able to salvage at least 
some of their livestock had to witness 
many of their animals die even after the 
rain. Garbage, sewage, and pollutants 
collected in the stagnant, soon to be fetid 
waters. They not only became breeding 
grounds for myriads of mosquitoes, but 
also contaminated the soil and ground-
water. A restart of peasant agriculture, or 
even mere subsistence, is still impossible 
in many places today as irrigation chan-
nels were destroyed by the pressure of 
the floods. 

Therefore, the only way for most villag-
ers to survive is as temporary workers. On 
average, they find work on 15 days per 
month. After deducting rising transporta-
tion costs, they are left with the equiva-
lent of less than 1.80 euros a day–close 

to nothing, well below the poverty line. 
Daily meals are reduced from three to 
two. The inaccessibility of villages, exac-
erbated by destroyed roads, first affects 
those who are particularly dependent on 
them: pregnant women who need medi-
cal assistance for childbirth and people 
who are sick, elderly, or weak. The loss 
of resources thus reinforces dependencies 
and inequalities that existed before. When 
school attendance for boys is a virtually 
unaffordable luxury, it is no longer avail-
able for girls. 

Project
In this nearly hopeless situation, we 
encounter people who hold on to life 
nonetheless. With the support of medico’s 
partner organization HANDS (Health And 
Nutrition Development Society), villagers 
begin to organize themselves. They form 
committees, set development goals, and 
look for ways to implement them togeth-
er. People defending their dignity against 
the desperation of circumstances. Women 
who speak out loudly and openly. Democ-
ratization as a practice. 

medico has already been associated with 
HANDS since the tsunami in 2010. At that 
time, the reconstruction of 1,550 houses 
could be realized under the motto “build 
back better," which indeed enabled better 
standards of living. The majority of these 
houses have now been destroyed: No 
house can withstand meters of standing 
water for months without damage. The 
provincial government has now launched 
a program to rebuild more than two 
million houses (Zaidi 2023). HANDS will 
accompany the construction of more than 
300,000–knowing that with the worsen-
ing climate crises, it is only a matter of 
time before these houses will also be 
destroyed. 

The village committees explain to us how 
they plan to prepare for new floods with 
evacuation plans. They plan ramparts to 
protect their own, but also the surround-
ing villages, and prepare to be able to 
continue farming or raising livestock 
even under the most adverse conditions 

of drought and saline soils. They know 
that the ubiquity of the crisis has become 
the normality of their lives. And yet they 
persist in making the best of it. These 
efforts, however, find their limits in the 
given conditions–an invisible wall. 

Outlook 
The Pakistani state is on the verge of 
bankruptcy and will not be able to finance 
the repair of damage on this scale. The 
nine billion US dollars promised to the 
country by the international donor confer-
ence in Geneva will not be enough either 
(dpa 2023). 

The invisible wall is the refusal of major 
CO2 emitters, which is demonstrated annu-
ally at the World Climate Summit, to make 
substantial changes and assume respon-
sibility for previous climate crisis-induced 
damage. 

In 2022, Pakistan’s Federal Minister of 
Climate Change, Sherry Rehman, struck 
at the heart of the problem when she 
demanded reparations to the full extent for 
damage and losses. Because the respon-
sible governments did not even comment 
on her demand, Rehman was forced to ask 
for help instead. If those affected wanted 
to take legal action against this refusal to 
pay reparations, they would each have to 
file their own claim. What they could put 
forward, however, would at best elicit a 
meager shrug from the major CO2 emit-
ters. Ultimately, landless Pakistani farm-
ers are structurally denied the possibility 
of being anything other than recipients of 
charity. For now, everything remains the 
same–while climate activists are criminal-
ized in Germany. Until the next disaster. 

Karin Zennig
South Asia and Climate Justice Officer at medico 
international
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Women with at least some sec-
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Source: World Bank (2019)
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Proportion of seats held by  
women in national parliaments 
Source: World Bank (2022)

Situation on 
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Inhabitants
Source: World Bank (2022)
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In the media discourse, the image of human-
itarian crises was again shaped by the war 
in Ukraine and the conflict in Sudan. Their 
courses have led to severe displacement crises 
and claimed countless lives. At the same time, 
extreme natural events resulted in injuries and 
deaths, damaged buildings and infrastructure, 
and destroyed the livelihood of millions of peo-
ple: Chile, for example, was affected by heavy 
wildfires at the beginning of the year and large 
parts of Asia experienced severe heat waves in 
April. In the Horn of Africa, the rainy season 
failed to arrive once again, prolonging the cata-
strophic drought in Somalia for another year. In 
Turkey and Syria, earthquakes not only caused 
extreme damage and destruction of buildings, 
streets, and supply structures but also resulted 
in more than 100,000 injuries and deaths. In 
May, thousands of people in Bangladesh had to 

be evacuated due to Cyclone Mocha. In Myan-
mar, where the storm subsequently hit, one 
third of the population had already been depen-
dent on humanitarian aid. Shortly before that, 
Cyclone Freddy hit Madagascar, Malawi, and 
Mozambique, causing nearly 1,000 deaths and 
a catastrophic loss of livestock in Malawi. Addi-
tionally, it led to a dramatic increase of cholera 
cases in Mozambique as sanitation and water 
supplies were destroyed. Once again, the coun-
tries suffering the most from the consequences 
of extreme natural events are the ones that have 
lost their ability to respond to shocks and crises 
due to previous conflicts and disasters, whereas 
other countries have the societal capacities to 
cope with the negative impact of these kinds of 
events. This fact is highlighted by the WorldRis-
kIndex, which emphasizes the relevance of soci-
etal capacities in disaster prevention. 

The concept of the WorldRiskIndex 
The WorldRiskIndex is a synthesis of various 
discourses and concepts on the phenomena of 
hazard, exposure, and vulnerability, the inter-
action of which is considered to be the main 
cause of disaster risks (Wisner et al. 2004). The 
model is based on the works of Bogardi and 
Birkmann (2004), Cardona (1999), Birkmann 
(2006), and Cardona / Carreno (2011), as well 

as more recent discourses on coping and adap-
tation (Davies 1993; Lavell et al. 2012), which 
emphasize an equivalence of driving forces. 
Consequently, the WorldRiskIndex differs from 
earlier approaches (Cardona 2005; Peduzzi 
et al. 2009), which focused on the aspects of 
risk, exposure, and damage. At the core of the 
model lies the understanding that disaster 

Daniel Weller  
Research Associate,  
IFHV, Ruhr University Bochum

3    
WorldRiskIndex 2023

In many parts of the world, extreme natural events such as earthquakes, storms, 
floods, or droughts are part of life for millions of people. Mid- and long-term effects 
of climate change will not only amplify the frequency and intensity of these phenom-
ena but also drastically increase the number of people affected by them. However, 
the extent to which extreme events trigger disasters depends not only on natural pro-
cesses alone but also on societal capacities and resources. Accordingly, disaster risks 
are particularly high where extreme natural events affect vulnerable societies. In line 
with this perspective, the WorldRiskIndex provides an assessment of latent disaster 
risks for 193 countries worldwide. The analysis shows that the trends of recent years 
are persisting: While the Americas top the continental ranking in terms of risk and 
exposure, the global hotspot of vulnerability is Africa – almost 80 percent of the con-
tinent faces high or very high risk. 
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risks are not solely shaped by the occurrence, 
intensity, and duration of extreme natural 
events, but that societal factors, political con-
ditions, and economic structures are equally 
responsible for whether disasters occur in the 
context of extreme natural events. This reflects 
the assumption that, in theory, every society is 
capable of taking precautions, either directly or 
indirectly, such as establishing and maintaining 
effective disaster protection systems to address 
the effects of natural hazards or climate change. 

Last year, the model of the WorldRiskIndex 
was completely revised (Weller 2022) in order 
to reflect that the risk profiles of countries and 
regions have become more heterogeneous and 
complex due to the impacts of climate change–a 
trend which is not only expected to continue in 
the foreseeable future but also gives rise to new 
risks and hazards in regions that were previ-
ously not or only to a limited extent exposed. In 
order to adapt to these evolving conditions, it 
is crucial to develop and strengthen additional 
societal capacities. The focus on flexibility and 
consistency is central to the new model. On 
the one hand, this approach enables the utili-
zation of a wide range of data for risk analysis 
and facilitates the faster integration of new 
aspects, such as new types of hazards. On the 
other hand, clearer processes and methods 
enhance the comprehensibility of the analyses 
and create new possibilities for evaluation. This 
is expressed, among other things, in a stron-
ger alignment of the terms and definition of 
the model with the terminology of the United 
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 
(UNDRR 2022): 

 + Risk is the interaction of the two spheres 
of exposure and vulnerability, which only 
arises where both spheres meet. In this 
respect, risks only occur where populations 
without sufficient resilience, coping, or 
adaptation capacities live in regions, where 
hazards from extreme natural events or neg-
ative impacts of climate change exist. 

 + Exposure is the extent to which populations 
in hazard-prone areas are exposed to and 
burdened by the impacts of extreme natural 
events or the negative consequences of cli-
mate change. Thus, exposure consists of the 

aspects of hazardousness, which includes 
the frequency and intensity of earthquakes, 
tsunamis, coastal and river floods, cyclones, 
droughts, and sea-level rise in an area (haz-
ard zone), and populations (hazard object). 

 + Vulnerability is the predisposition of pop-
ulations to be vulnerable to damage from 
extreme natural events or negative impacts 
of climate change. As a sphere of economic, 
political, social, and environmental factors, 
vulnerability maps the capacities and dispo-
sitions of people, households, and societies 
and indicates how easily and to what degree 
they can be destabilized, damaged, or even 
destroyed by extreme events. It consists of 
the three dimensions of susceptibility, lack 
of coping capacities, and lack of adaptive 
capacities, which are subdivided into further 
categories. 

 + Susceptibility refers to structural charac-
teristics and general conditions of societies 
that increase the overall likelihood of popu-
lations suffering damage from extreme nat-
ural events and entering a state of disaster. 
In this respect, susceptibility indicates the 
extent of resilience and resources of a pop-
ulation to mitigate the immediate conse-
quences of extreme events. 

 + Coping capacities refers to the abilities and 
measures of societies to counter adverse 
impacts of natural events or climate 
change through direct actions and available 
resources in the form of formally or infor-
mally organized activities and measures, as 
well as to reduce damage in the immediate 
aftermath of an event and initiate recovery. 
Within the model of the WorldRiskIndex, 
the deficits in these capacities are included, 
which is why it is referred to as the lack of 
coping capacities. 

 + Adaptive capacities, in contrast to coping 
capacities, refers to long-term processes and 
strategies to achieve anticipatory changes 
in societal structures and systems to coun-
teract, mitigate, or prevent future negative 
impacts. Analogous to the lack of coping 
capacities, the lack of adaptive capacities is 
included in the WorldRiskIndex. 
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In total, a set of 100 indicators is included in the 
calculation of the WorldRiskIndex (Figure 6). 
Only indicators provided by scientifically rec-
ognized and publicly accessible data sources, 
such as World Bank, UNESCO, and WHO, are 
considered. Additionally, each indicator needs 

to be precise and theoretically relevant, but also 
comparable, comprehensible, and consistent, 
as well as continuously provided by its data 
source to meet the model’s requirements for 
transparency and reproducibility. 

The calculation of the results 
Alongside structural changes, methodological 
adjustments were integrated into the model 
to enhance the transparency and reproduc-
ibility of the WorldRiskIndex calculations: 
Firstly, robust algorithms (King et al. 2001; 
Honaker / King 2010) are applied to esti-
mate plausible values for all missing data in 
the indicators. These algorithms analyze cor-
relations between values of individual coun-
tries across years and indicators. To maximize 
the plausibility of the estimates, this process 
includes an additional 150 indicators beyond 
those of the WorldRiskIndex. Following this, 
an Ordered-Quantile-Transformation (Barlett 
1947; Van der Waerden 1969) is applied to 
the completed indicators. This transformation 
prevents skewed distributions or outliers from 
distorting the calculations before all indicators 
are normalized to a range of values from 0 to 
100 (min-max normalization). Higher values 
indicate more adverse circumstances or ini-
tial conditions. Subsequently, these values are 
aggregated according to the structure of the 
WorldRiskIndex, using geometrical averaging. 
Rounding to the second decimal simplifies the 
calculations. For easier accessibility, the val-
ues of individual spheres and dimensions are 
categorized into five classes whose limits were 
determined based on the last 20 years (median 
of the quintiles). For detailed explanations of 
the new methodology of the WorldRiskIndex, 
see Weller (2022). 

This year, only the indicators of the vulnerability 
sphere were updated, as updating the exposure 
sphere requires data from recent population cen-
suses, which will only be made available by data 
sources in the next few years. However, this has 
little impact on the results of the WorldRiskIn-
dex, as changes in the exposure sphere can only 
result from shifts of hazard zones and changes 
in the spatial distribution of populations, and 
both phenomena tend to manifest their effects 
over long periods, spanning decades. 

Furthermore, a concern raised by many read-
ers was addressed this year: It was noted that 
analyses of temporal dynamics based on the 
WorldRiskIndex were previously hindered by 
the fact that while the annual calculations of the 
WorldRiskIndex are always based on the most 
recent data available, many data sources offer 
updates and corrections for preceding years 
over time. This occasionally led to discrepancies 
between WorldRiskIndex results and the raw 
data from these data sources. Starting this year, 
an additional longitudinal dataset, which will 
be updated annually, is introduced alongside 
the raw and results data of the current report. 
This will allow users to analyze the time series 
of each element in the model, starting from 
2000. In the tradition of previous reports, both 
data sets are available on the WorldRiskReport 
website and, starting this year, via the UN -
OCHA HDX platform. 

The results of the WorldRiskIndex 
The main result in recent years has been that 
global disaster risks are distributed very het-
erogeneously, and they are strongly linked to 
aspects of poverty and inequality. Specifically, 

those countries whose risk profiles are charac-
terized by climate-sensitive exposure will be 
facing higher risks in the future. Accordingly, 
the global risk hotspots are expected to shift 
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Figure 6: The Structure of the WorldRiskIndex
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Figure 6: The Structure of the WorldRiskIndex
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in the coming decades. This year, however, the 
hotspots are once again located in the Americas 
and Asia, as reflected in the top ten countries 
with the highest risk values: the Philippines, 
Indonesia, India, Mexico, Columbia, Myanmar, 
Mozambique, Russia, Bangladesh, and China. 
The risk profiles of these countries show com-
plex interactions of multiple exposures and 
high intensities. 

Compared to last year, the analysis shows that 
Russia ranks 8th, while Pakistan is no longer 
among the countries with the highest risks. 
Apart from these changes, the composition of 
the group remains unchanged. Concerning 
exposure, the results show similarities: seven 
countries with the highest risks also rank 
among the ten countries with the highest expo-
sures–alongside Pakistan, Vietnam, Papua New 
Guinea, and Madagascar, which belong to the 
extended top group in both spheres. However, 
a very high exposure does not always correlate 
with very high risks, as South Korea and Italy–or 
to a lesser extent, Japan and the USA–demon-
strate. These countries can noticeably reduce 
their disaster risks through their medium to 
low vulnerabilities. The composition of the ten 
countries with the highest vulnerabilities also 
remains relatively stable, although this group 
now exclusively contains African countries due 
to Mali now ranking among them instead of 
Afghanistan. 

Overall, the results reveal three phenomena 
that account for the majority of year-on-year 
changes: The analysis shows that economic 
and gender-related disparities increased in 
the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. Many of 
these disparities have persisted and continue to 
impact the vulnerability of numerous countries. 
Additionally, a widespread decline in childhood 
immunization rates since the onset of the pan-
demic is recovering at a slow pace, with notice-
able differences across the globe shaping adap-
tive capacities. In terms of coping capacities, 
unstable consumer goods prices caused by the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the start of the war in 
Ukraine have been the most impactful factors. 
This particularly affects countries whose capac-
ities had already been compromised before 
these events. 

The stability of the global risk distribution ( Fig-
ure 6) is evident as the Americas, once again, 
have the highest median of all continents at 
9.67. This arises from the fact that 37 percent of 
American countries have a very high exposure 
value, while 40 percent display a high to very 
high vulnerability. However, the risk is distrib-
uted very unevenly: North, Central, and South 
America each have a multiple of the global 
median, while only the Caribbean is signifi-
cantly below this reference value. 

Asia ranks second in the continental risk com-
parison. With a median of 4.97, it is slightly 
below last year’s value, yet remains well above 
the global risk median. It maintains the second 
position in terms of exposure and vulnerabil-
ity. This can primarily be attributed to high-
risk countries such as the Philippines, India, 
Indonesia, Myanmar, China, and Bangladesh. 
However, eight Asian countries are in the low-
est risk category–notably, Bahrain and Singa-
pore, which are among the ten countries with 
the lowest risks worldwide. In terms of vul-
nerability, only Afghanistan and Yemen find 
themselves in the top group, closely followed 
by Syria, Myanmar, the Philippines, Pakistan, 
India, Bangladesh, Iraq, Indonesia, and Leba-
non, which constitute the extended top group of 
the highest vulnerability. Aside from Indonesia 
and Bangladesh, all these countries display high 
or very high vulnerabilities across all three cat-
egories. Therefore, these countries are at risk of 
depleting social capacities due to the mid-term 
effects of conflicts (Afghanistan, Yemen, Syria, 
and Myanmar) or cyclical extreme events (the 
Philippines, Indonesia, and Pakistan), thus fur-
ther exacerbating their poor rankings. 

In third place is Africa, whose risk median of 
4.39 is highly affected by the risks in North 
Africa, where very high vulnerability intersects 
with relatively high exposure. Across all parts of 
Africa, vulnerability consistently surpasses the 
global median. However, the risk remains sub-
stantially lower compared to the risk hotspots 
in the Americas and Asia. Globally, Mozam-
bique stands as Africa's sole representative 
among the ten countries with the highest risk 
values. Additionally, Somalia, Madagascar, 
Egypt, Tanzania, Libya, and Kenya also belong 
to the highest risk class. The formative nature of 
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Reliable, comprehensive and disaggre-
gated data are an important prerequisite 
for comparative analysis of disaster risks 
and for needs-based disaster prevention 
and response. In the context of diversity, 
however, there is a lack of global data sets 
that reflect different dimensions of diver-
sity and thereby show the specific needs 
and resources of certain social groups in 
different countries and regions. 

Causes of the insufficient global data 
situation  

One of the main reasons for the poor 
availability of global data is a varying 
understanding of diversity and its vari-
ous dimensions, as well as differences in 
national approaches to data collection: 
Globally, for example, personal data are 
generally disaggregated by gender. In the 
UN Women Data Hub and the Gender Data 
Portal of the World Bank, international 
Organizations seek to bundle gender-spe-
cific data on designated platforms (UN 
Women 2022, World Bank 2022). Howev-
er, non-binary gender categories are rare-
ly ever listed in these data sets, as the 
spectrum of possible gender identities 
highly depends on the social and cultural 
construction of gender in the respective 
country. Therefore, when in doubt, global 
data sets rely on a binary system in order 
to ensure comparability of different states 
and regions. In other dimensions of diver-
sity, such as ethnic and social origin or 
sexual orientation, there can be even more 
variation in country-specific conceptions. 
Provided that relevant data are collected 
at all, there are usually few attempts of 
harmonizing it.  

Social and cultural perceptions of certain 
manifestations of diversity lead to struc-
tural discrimination and stigmatization in 

some contexts. This not only undermines 
the fundamental rights of those affected 
(article 2.1), but also aggravates existing 
data gaps: for example, same-sex sexual 
acts, especially between men, are pros-
ecuted in more than 60 countries world-
wide. In countries such as Iran, Saudi 
Arabia or Brunei, even the death penal-
ty can be imposed (Human Rights Watch 
2023). Therefore, the LGBTQIA* communi-
ty is usually completely invisible in the 
census data collected at the national level 
in these countries. While indices such as 
the Gender Inequality Index of the Unit-
ed Nations do address structural discrim-
ination on a meta-level and can provide 
rough indications on the protection needs 
of marginalized groups (UNDP 2023), 
humanitarian actors are often left alone 
with the task of determining the form 
and scale of these needs in the specif-
ic disaster context (article 2.4). Limited 
resources and capacities for data collec-
tion at the national level can exacerbate 
this problem. 

Effects in case of disaster: „What isn’t 
counted, doesn’t count“  

The poor global data situation can under-
mine the efficiency of humanitarian 
action and protection: In the aftermath 
of the 2015 Nepal earthquakes, the lack 
of (disaggregated) data led to an insuf-
ficient number of aid distribution points 
which were accessible for people with 
disabilities (Lord et al. 2016). This not only 
compromises effective and needs-based 
support, but, at worst, also reproduces or 
reinforces existing patterns of discrimina-
tion. The lack of availability of global data 
also complicates the (statistical) analysis 
of the relationship between the degree 
of inclusion and diversity and the disaster 
risk of a society.  

Challenges and recommendations 

In response to the outlined risks, invest-
ments in the collection and provision 
of disaggregated data have already 
increased, yet there is still a lack of coor-
dination structures (Chaplin et al. 2019). 
While a couple of platforms seek to pool 
existing data sets (see above), there is no 
institution explicitly mandated to clean, 
harmonize and process that data. Mean-
while, specialized help organizations 
are trying to fill data gaps on their own, 
for example Save the Children with its 
Group-based Inequality Database, which 
relies entirely on disaggregated data and 
captures group-based inequalities of chil-
dren in about 80 countries (Save the Chil-
dren 2023). 

Although reliable, detailed and disaggre-
gated data are an important prerequisite, 
their availability (alone) does not guar-
antee more effective and needs-based 
disaster management: Gender specif-
ic data, for example, do not provide any 
information on gender roles and relations 
(European Institute for Gender Equality 
2023), which are crucial to understanding 
power relations and (protection) needs in 
disaster situations. Therefore, as a holistic 
and intersectional approach to disaster 
management, not only does the availabil-
ity of data in the field of diversity need to 
be fundamentally improved, but the exist-
ing data also needs to be complemented 
by participatory ways of working as well as 
and local and context-specific knowledge. 

Sören Schneider, 
Research Associate, IFHV,  
Ruhr-Universität Bochum

The global data gap in the field of diversity
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vulnerability for Africa becomes evident when 
compared with exposure: Only 30 percent of 
the continent’s countries display high to very 
high exposure, while nearly 80 percent of the 
continent is in the highest two groups of the 
vulnerability sphere. This is reflected by the 
ten countries with the highest vulnerabilities 
worldwide: Somalia, South Sudan, the Central 
African Republic, Chad, the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Niger, Mali, Mozambique, and 
Ethiopia–joined by Yemen as the sole excep-
tion, as it's not situated in Africa. Africa's cur-
rent safeguard against higher risk values arises 
from its relatively low exposure. However, this 
scenario is unlikely to persist due to the impacts 
of climate change and increasing periods of heat 
and drought. 

With a median of 4.07, the continent of Ocea-
nia retains its fourth rank. Notably, it hosts two 
local risk hotspots: Australia and New Zealand, 
alongside Papua New Guinea and the Solomon 
Islands, both located in Melanesia. In contrast, 
the Poly- and Micronesian islands of Tuvalu, 
Palau, and Nauru fall into the lowest risk class. 
Once again, Oceania mirrors Africa, as the 
continent’s risk profile is decisively shaped by 
exposure. This is evident from the fact that only 
Papua New Guinea has a high vulnerability, 
while Australia, Papua New Guinea, New Zea-
land, and the Solomon Islands have very high 
exposure values. 

Within the continental ranking, Europe is once 
again the only continent that ranks consider-
ably below the global medians across all areas of 
the WorldRiskIndex. However, there are nota-
ble variations among countries within Europe: 
Eastern and Southern Europe’s vulnerabilities 
are up to twice as high as those in Northern 
Europe, while Northern Europe’s exposition is 
only exceeded in Southern Europe. This differ-
ence stems from the fact that one-third of South-
ern European countries–Italy, Greece, Spain, 
Portugal, and Albania–fall into the two highest 
exposure classes, whereas most Northern Euro-
pean countries, except for Great Britain, have 
very low vulnerabilities. Overall, Europe finds 
itself in a favorable position, although the antic-
ipation of increased droughts, severe weather, 
and storms over the next few decades is likely 
to lead to a notable increase of risk values. Fur-
thermore, the war in Ukraine, which has yet to 

be fully represented in the indicators, has vis-
ibly exacerbated vulnerabilities for Russia and 
Ukraine. It can be presumed that future reports 
will also reflect changes in the vulnerability of 
neighboring countries, as conflicts and crises 
not only impact the parties involved but also 
strain the capacities in their respective regions. 

Essentially, these results align with the find-
ings of previous WorldRiskReports. However, 
they merely represent the status quo of com-
plex developments that can span multiple years 
to decades. To depict latent trends and illus-
trate the potential of trend analyses, smooth-
ing splines with penalization (Eilers and Marx 
1996) have been applied to estimate smooth 
trend curves for the continental medians from 
2000 to 2023 (Figure 7). This analysis shows 
that (1) disaster risks and their components 
have changed dynamically since 2000, (2) the 
trajectories of individual regions are remark-
ably similar, and (3) despite high variability in 
the medians, latent trends in the components 
suggest emerging shifts in regional hotspots. 
Due to the extreme stability of the exposure 
sphere, whose values only alter when popula-
tion numbers or distribution change or hazard 
zones shift, which, however, are not observable 
within the analysis period, this aspect is not 
taken into account in the following sections. 

Concerning the evolution of the risk medi-
ans, three distinct dynamics emerge: Asia and 
Europe have shown a steady, linear increase in 
their trend curves since 2000, with the relative 
increase for Asia being notably stronger than 
Europe’s. In contrast, Africa and Oceania show 
a dynamic that was initially characterized by 
a strong decrease in risks until 2010, before a 
reversal occurred, and both continents experi-
enced higher risks once again–although in both 
cases, these remained well below their initial 
levels. Only the Americas show a trend curve 
that deviates from those of other continents in 
terms of both level and dynamics: An increase 
until 2007 was followed by a sharp risk reduc-
tion until 2010. Subsequently, a prolonged 
phase of stable increase ensued, ultimately 
bringing the continent back to its initial level 
by 2020. Only in recent years has there been a 
slight decline in risk. 
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Analyzing the trend curves for the vulnerability 
sphere reveals three distinct patterns as well. 
The long-term trends for the Americas and 
Europe remain relatively stable, despite brief 
decreases and increases. This stands in con-
trast to Africa and Asia, whose smoothed trend 
curves indicate a slight increase in vulnerability 
from 2000 onward before a reversal of the trend 
began in 2010 and 2015. Following these rever-
sals, both continents experience rising trends; 
however, it's worth noting that vulnerability 
has been noticeably reduced in both cases. Oce-
ania, on the other hand, displays a dynamic that 
seems to be a blend of both groups. It initially 
declines like the trends observed in the Amer-
icas and Europe until 2005. Subsequently, it 
rises in a manner comparable to the trends seen 
in Africa and Asia. 

The influences depicted by these trends are 
evident in the figures representing the three 
vulnerability components. Notably, a universal 
reduction in susceptibility is discernible until 
2010. Subsequently, Europe, Oceania, and Asia 
managed to stabilize their levels. However, sus-
ceptibility in Africa and the Americas under-
went significant increases, especially in the case 
of the Americas, where it even exceeded the ini-
tial level. In terms of the lack of coping capac-
ities, only Oceania's trend stands out, portray-
ing showing an increase in capacities by nearly 
one-third during the first decade of analysis, 
followed by a subsequent reversal and eventual 
stabilization at the present level. Concerning 
the lack of adaptive capacities, Asia and Europe 
stand out, as Asia was initially able to reduce its 
deficits from 2010 to 2015 before experiencing 

Figure 7: Comparison of the medians of the country groups (based on WorldRiskIndex 2023)

WRI Exposure  Vulnerability  Susceptibility 
Lack of Coping 
Capacities 

Lack of Adaptive 
Capacities  

Africa  4.39 0.7 30.53 30.4 14.68 59.83
Central Africa  4.52 0.86 51.44 34.66 58.41 59.29
East Africa  3.93 0.55 32.96 33.59 15.08 61.31
North Africa  10.12 3.91 32.88 17.59 48.09 46.12
South Africa  1.97 0.14 26.7 23.92 12.83 51.41
West Africa  2.99 0.44 28.61 31.19 13.48 62.46
The Americas  9.67 4.29 20.23 21.14 11.29 45.75
Caribbean  3.01 0.79 13.41 9.19 8.49 41.57
Central America  15.64 9.36 27.03 31.75 12.22 50.46
North America  20.82 32.74 13.48 10.73 6.78 34.01
South America  13.77 8.96 25.33 26.68 12.47 47.02
Asia  4.97 1.6 21.88 14.75 12.6 44.39
Central Asia  2.15 0.22 18.43 15.1 10.92 41.72
East Asia  12.75 9.96 11.79 14.11 11.54 23.43
South Asia  5.92 1.6 31.12 27.73 55.86 45.75
Southeast Asia  14.04 8.64 22.83 16.01 13.65 46.38
West Asia  3.86 1.02 18.62 12.63 16.37 41.34
Europe  2.4 0.49 9.28 6.97 5.55 35.42
Eastern Europe  1.87 0.21 14.05 8.4 8.67 39.7
Northern Europe  2.52 0.72 7.59 6.41 2.19 27.6
Southern Europe  2.88 0.59 11.89 8.23 7.29 35.7
Western Europe  1.15 0.17 7.75 5.6 3.21 28.91
Oceania  4.07 1.23 14 9.77 10.96 39.27
Australia / New Zealand  17.79 24.6 12.92 7.37 10.32 30.28
Melanesia  12.86 7.71 21.66 17.18 12.19 52.98
Micronesia  2.69 0.5 13.53 9.79 5.44 45.2
Polynesia  2.94 0.81 10.67 9.56 11.02 29.2
World 4.13 1.05 20.23 14.97 11.88 45.94
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a return to baseline levels. In contrast, Europe 
shows a modest exponential increase from 2015 
onwards, which will likely bring the continent 
to the level of Oceania in the upcoming years. 

Due to the focus on the medians of the conti-
nents, this analysis remains relatively general, 
as aspects such as the regional distribution 

of risk, its driving factors, and the dispersion 
across the continents are not explicitly consid-
ered. However, it is evident that latent dynam-
ics exist, which will impact the ranking of con-
tinents in the coming decades. Furthermore, 
these results serve as examples of possible anal-
yses across components, regions, and years, 
leveraging the new longitudinal data set. 

Chances and limits of the WorldRiskIndex 
The main idea of the WorldRiskIndex is to raise 
awareness of the relevance of social capacities 
in reducing disaster risks, to offer orientation 
for practitioners in preventing humanitarian 
crises, and to assist decision-making when it 
comes to the allocation and prioritization of 
resources. The index is supposed to foster an 
understanding that the emergence and pro-
gression of disasters are greatly influenced by 
the social conditions of the people, regions, and 
countries affected. 

With the release of the new WorldRiskIndex, 
the major weaknesses of the previous model 
were addressed through new approaches and 
procedures, and the transparency of the calcu-
lation was increased. Given the nature of index 
models, a few aspects cannot be completely 
avoided: complex issues are reduced to individ-
ual values, which offers the advantages of rapid 
orientation, easier communication, and visual-
ization of results, but also carries the risk that 
subtle aspects may be lost or obscured in the 
course of the reduction. 

Additionally, the model has deficiencies in the 
areas of “infrastructure”, “social networks” or 
“material security” due to a lack of data avail-
ability. Moreover, it should be noted that the 
WorldRiskIndex specifically assesses the risk of 
disasters resulting from extreme natural events 
and the negative impacts of climate change. 
Therefore, other types of risks such as conflicts, 
wars, or pandemics are intentionally consid-
ered only partially or not at all, since, on the one 
hand, their drivers differ in many ways from 
those of risks due to natural events and, on the 
other hand, their explanatory approaches are 

difficult to integrate into the concepts, struc-
tures, and processes of the WorldRiskIndex. 

Concerning the availability of data, it has to be 
noted that global indicators may contain miss-
ing values as well as delays between collection, 
processing, and publication. This results from 
the fact that resources for collecting data are 
often redirected in times of crisis, and data 
sources often fail to collect and provide data 
of smaller countries in the necessary quality. 
Accordingly, up-to-date data are not available 
for all 193 member states of the United Nations, 
which particularly affects small countries and 
countries in need and crises. Although these 
challenges are taken into account by estimating 
missing values, it must be acknowledged that 
the results of the affected countries inherently 
carry a level of uncertainty, despite the efforts 
to ensure high precision and plausibility. 

Another weakness of the model is that metadata 
of the indicators often do not show whether 
and, if so, which territories (e.g. overseas ter-
ritories, exclaves) are included in the data. To 
mitigate this issue, external territories were not 
attributed to their respective sovereign entities 
to minimize inaccuracies arising from this dis-
crepancy. However, this was not possible for all 
countries: In these cases, population-weighted 
averages were calculated where separate values 
were available for these countries and territo-
ries. Due to differences in the treatment of the 
territories of Kosovo, Palestine, and Taiwan, an 
allocation was made to the territories of Serbia, 
Israel, and China for reasons of methodological 
consistency. It is imperative to note, however, 
that this approach is solely for methodological 
reasons and does not reflect political positions, 
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the endorsement, or acceptance of international 
legal and political claims. 

Regarding the strengths of the WorldRiskIn-
dex, the new longitudinal data set alone offers 
numerous analytical possibilities that provide 
insights into structural influences and tempo-
ral dynamics of disaster risks. With the ability 
to integrate new elements into the model more 
rapidly than before, one of the focuses in the 
upcoming years will be to develop models for 
new hazard types, such as heat and cold waves 
and landslides. Additionally, new vulnerability 

factors, including disparities in access to essen-
tial civil supply infrastructure between urban 
and rural populations, will be integrated into the 
WorldRiskIndex. As a result, the new WorldRis-
kIndex not only facilitates a wide array of analy-
ses but can also be leveraged for complex strat-
egy and policy decisions. However, it should 
be noted that qualitative approaches should 
always be included in addition to the WorldRis-
kIndex to obtain the broadest possible basis for 
decision-making and to be able to compensate 
for potential uncertainties that could arise from 
the reduction in complexity. 
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4  Requirements and 
Recommendations 

The repercussions of extreme natural events 
and other crises affect the wellbeing, security, 
and development of societies, particularly those 
members who are most exposed to risk. Relief 
measures aim to protect and assist all people, 
irrespective of the factors that exacerbate their 
vulnerability.  

For disaster management measures to fulfil 
that aim, it is crucial that they are inclusive and 
based on an awareness of diversity. This means 
that emergency plans, evacuation strategies, 
and aid measures have to take people’s diverse 
needs and identities into account. This can be 
achieved by working with representatives of the 
communities concerned, NGOs, and civil society 
organizations to gain a better understanding of 
their needs and incorporate their perspectives 
into the planning process. Moreover, an inter-
sectional approach to disaster risk management 
can help create an in-depth understanding of 
vulnerability and its causes and contribute to 
more targeted and effective strategies for spe-
cific groups in crisis contexts. Intersectionality 
helps reveal social differences and power struc-
tures that reproduce structural inequalities in 
crisis situations and lead to mutually reinforc-
ing vulnerabilities. 

Currently, however, considering the vulnera-
bility of specific (groups of) individuals as an 
intersectional, dynamic phenomenon makes it 
difficult to predict who is in most urgent need of 
assistance in certain risk and crisis situations. 
Research has a key role to play here. Further 
investigation is required in order to understand 
precisely how vulnerabilities develop during 
crises and to provide a more nuanced view of 
vulnerable groups in society. Adopting partici-
patory data-collection methods in this work will 
ensure that groups’ perspectives are rendered 
visible, their resources can be leveraged, and 
their specific needs addressed. Research can 
help, for instance, to develop specific guides and 
prevention initiatives, recruit specially trained 

staff, and make provisions for differences 
within groups deemed vulnerable. Such analy-
ses are essential to ensuring sustainable diver-
sity awareness, disaster response interventions 
that do not discriminate against anyone on the 
grounds of origin, status, or capability, and, 
indeed, humanitarian disaster response mea-
sures that do not intensify existing inequalities.  

Include vulnerable groups in planning 
processes 

 + Including vulnerable groups in the planning, 
implementation, and evaluation of projects 
is vital to effective disaster management and 
the establishment of diversity-aware guide-
lines and programs. Their participation can 
take the form of inclusive consultations, 
partnerships, or representation in deci-
sion-making processes.  

 + The knowledge, abilities, and capacities of 
indigenous groups should be acknowledged 
and leveraged in the creation of early warn-
ing systems and in other disaster risk reduc-
tion efforts. Their experience and traditional 
knowledge can provide valuable input for 
context-specific strategies designed to have 
a lasting impact. 

 + Local capacities need to be strengthened by 
integrating migrant perspectives and mobil-
ity into disaster risk reduction strategies. 
Migration-to-migration learning, cross-bor-
der emergency plans, and crisis warning 
systems need to be promoted. 

 + Girls and young women are key to the suc-
cess of strategies aimed at a lasting reduc-
tion in disaster risk. They know best what 
support they require and where their big-
gest challenges lie. Direct support for local 
organizations led by girls and young women 
must therefore be stepped up. 
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 + The capacities of people with disabilities 
and the organizations representing them 
must be strengthened. Training and support 
can help people with disabilities work better 
with humanitarian partners, stand up effec-
tively for their rights, and make an active 
contribution to inclusive disaster response.  

Promote research and detailed data collection 

 + Data collected (on food security, for exam-
ple) needs to be disaggregated by gender, 
age, and disability to make it easier to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of interventions. Mean-
ingful gender, age, and disability markers 
are a prerequisite for this. 

 + Governments and donors must invest in 
diversity data collection and improve the 
coordination, categorization, and harmoni-
zation of the data. The needs of different tar-
get groups can only be properly assessed and 
addressed if differentiated data is available.   

 + Participatory approaches to research and 
data collection need to be encouraged. Meth-
ods such as participatory action research or 
community mapping identify the needs and 
resources of different groups in a collabora-
tive process and counteract biases arising 
from power imbalances in the data collec-
tion and research process. 

 Assume responsibility for climate justice 

 + Those primarily responsible for the global 
climate crisis, specifically the governments 
of the United States of America, Austra-
lia, Europe, and China, and the main car-
bon-emitting industries must shoulder their 
responsibility for the damage caused by the 
climate crisis. This could take the form of 
reparations, for instance. 

 + Both disasters themselves and the long-
term effects of climate change have an 
unequal impact on different people–within 
and between societies. Economic measures 
such as radical debt relief for countries in 
the Global South, or the establishment of 
a global fund for climate change adapta-
tion and social protection, can empower 

countries (particularly those marked by high 
social inequality) to develop effective strate-
gies to adapt to climate change and protect 
the livelihoods of all groups in society. 

Recognize and implement legal frameworks 

 + National and international disaster manage-
ment frameworks must lend more weight to 
intersectional approaches and perspectives. 
Through these, the structural causes of 
inequalities can be addressed and the (pro-
tective) effect of legal instruments focusing 
on specific groups can be maximized.  

 + The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 
Reduction (UNDRR) has drafted practical 
guidelines as an aid to governments seek-
ing to integrate protection strategies (for 
members of the LGBTQIA* community, for 
instance) at the local and regional level as 
well as the national level. These guidelines 
must be implemented and complied with. 
Any frameworks that already exist have 
tended to be too abstract and lacking spe-
cific requirements.   

 + Labor and social rights must be strength-
ened, protected, and enforceable in order to 
reduce social inequality and ensure decent 
working conditions for all. It is absolutely 
crucial that mechanisms be installed to 
monitor and enforce these rights so as to 
prevent abuse and exploitation. 

 + Cooperation and coordination between 
governments, the private sector, civil soci-
ety organizations, higher education institu-
tions, research centers, communities, and 
businesses must be made easier to enable 
the development of comprehensive disas-
ter risk reduction strategies that make pro-
visions for vulnerable groups’ rights. As 
part of these efforts, assistance needs to be 
given to create guidelines or training mod-
ules that provide specific support for policy 
implementation. 
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Rank Country WorldRiskIndex Exposure Vulnerability Susceptibility 
Lack of  
Coping Capacities

Lack of  
Adaptive 
Capacities

1. Philippines 46.86 39.99 54.92 51.21 58.84 54.98
2. Indonesia 43.50 39.89 47.43 45.46 50.59 46.38
3. India 41.52 35.99 47.89 37.79 55.86 52.04
4. Mexico 38.17 50.08 29.09 44.78 12.28 44.76
5. Colombia 37.64 31.54 44.93 39.65 50.01 45.75
6. Myanmar 36.16 22.43 58.28 52.14 58.83 64.54
7. Mozambique 34.61 18.10 66.17 65.78 64.15 68.65
8. Russian Federation 28.20 28.35 28.05 14.97 39.00 37.81
9. Bangladesh 27.29 16.57 44.93 35.30 57.88 44.39

10. China 27.10 64.59 11.37 14.75 11.54 8.63
11. Pakistan 26.45 13.11 53.38 40.23 60.92 62.06
12. Papua New Guinea 26.30 18.84 36.71 56.19 13.85 63.58
13. Peru 25.55 16.65 39.22 27.28 46.96 47.10
14. Somalia 25.09 8.55 73.63 67.49 82.11 72.02
15. Yemen 24.39 9.12 65.24 60.26 69.29 66.50
15. Viet Nam 24.39 26.73 22.25 21.55 12.50 40.90
17. Madagascar 23.59 18.38 30.27 25.97 15.27 69.94
18. Ecuador 23.58 14.57 38.15 26.41 44.16 47.60
19. Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 23.47 19.52 28.22 25.04 14.60 61.45
20. United States of America 22.47 39.59 12.75 11.16 5.71 32.54
21. Nicaragua 21.76 18.71 25.31 21.37 14.04 54.02
22. Australia 21.54 31.21 14.87 8.12 14.54 27.85
23. Thailand 21.09 14.32 31.07 16.01 48.79 38.38
24. Japan 20.86 43.67 9.96 11.43 5.09 16.97
25. Iran (Islamic Republic of) 19.72 12.49 31.12 19.92 57.99 26.08
26. Canada 19.17 25.89 14.20 10.29 7.84 35.48
27. Panama 18.82 15.89 22.29 26.40 10.81 38.82
28. Egypt 17.76 10.74 29.38 11.85 46.49 46.04
29. Honduras 16.79 8.82 31.95 39.35 14.55 56.97
30. Turkey 16.17 8.90 29.38 12.63 48.58 41.34
31. United Republic of Tanzania 16.08 5.49 47.09 33.66 55.22 56.18
32. Argentina 14.88 11.54 19.18 13.98 10.76 46.93
33. Solomon Islands 14.82 9.62 22.82 17.82 12.32 54.15
34. El Salvador 14.49 7.30 28.75 37.10 12.16 52.68
35. Chile 14.06 12.86 15.37 9.97 9.04 40.30
36. Malaysia 14.04 8.64 22.83 15.90 20.01 37.42
36. New Zealand 14.04 17.99 10.96 6.62 6.09 32.70
38. Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 13.93 4.94 39.26 23.84 53.86 47.13
39. Kenya 13.71 3.27 57.52 58.22 57.81 56.55

WorldRiskIndex 2023 Overview

Classification WorldRiskIndex Exposure Vulnerability Susceptibility
Lack of  
Coping Capacities

Lack of  
Adaptive Capacities

very low  0.00  –   1.84  0.00  –   0.17  0.00  –   9.90  0.00  –   7.17  0.00  –   3.47  0.00  –  25.28
low  1.85  –   3.20  0.18  –   0.56  9.91  –  15.87  7.18  –  11.85  3.48  –  10.01 25.29  –  37.47

medium  3.21  –   5.87  0.57  –   1.76 15.88  –  24.43 11.86  –  19.31 10.02  –  12.64 37.48  –  48.04
high  5.88  –  12.88  1.77  –   7.78 24.44  –  33.01 19.32  –  34.16 12.65  –  39.05 48.05  –  59.00

very high 12.89  – 100.00  7.79  – 100.00 33.02  – 100.00 34.17  – 100.00 39.06  – 100.00 59.01  – 100.00

Since 2022 the WorldRiskIndex and its elements will use fixed thresholds for the classification of countries to enable medium- and long-term trends analyses. These threshold values for the WorldRiskIndex and 
each dimension were calculated as the median of the quintiles from the results of the last 20 years. 
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Rank Country WorldRiskIndex Exposure Vulnerability Susceptibility 
Lack of  
Coping Capacities

Lack of  
Adaptive 
Capacities

40. Brazil 13.47 6.37 28.47 36.84 12.37 50.63
41. Dominican Republic 12.92 7.05 23.68 22.87 11.88 48.86
42. Dem. People's Republic of Korea 12.75 7.22 22.52 14.11 13.76 58.81
43. Costa Rica 12.48 9.89 15.76 22.86 10.88 15.73
44. Syrian Arab Republic 12.24 2.53 59.20 48.72 71.32 59.70
45. Guatemala 11.71 4.29 31.99 40.45 14.37 56.33
46. Cameroon 11.15 2.08 59.74 58.44 61.53 59.29
47. Angola 11.04 2.37 51.44 33.47 58.21 69.87
48. Vanuatu 10.90 5.80 20.49 13.77 12.06 51.81
49. Republic of Korea 10.84 9.96 11.79 8.71 8.04 23.43
50. Djibouti 10.68 4.25 26.85 23.79 14.42 56.42
51. Sudan 10.27 1.65 63.91 60.01 63.64 68.36
52. Italy 9.97 8.69 11.43 7.96 5.25 35.77
53. Morocco 9.96 7.63 12.99 14.98 12.02 12.17
54. Democratic Republic of Congo 9.73 1.37 69.11 70.92 69.24 67.21
55. Haiti 9.67 2.78 33.65 35.88 15.43 68.85
56. Spain 9.64 7.77 11.97 6.97 7.38 33.35
57. Algeria 9.52 2.62 34.61 18.06 49.69 46.20
58. Tunisia 9.47 2.88 31.15 17.12 44.18 39.97
59. Iraq 9.23 1.72 49.55 36.65 66.59 49.85
60. Nigeria 9.17 1.32 63.74 57.49 66.17 68.06
61. South Africa 9.14 3.13 26.70 29.12 12.83 50.97
62. Mauritania 9.01 2.91 27.89 23.17 15.14 61.82
63. Saudi Arabia 8.76 5.25 14.63 5.43 19.79 29.16
64. Greece 8.58 8.25 8.93 8.82 8.09 9.98
65. Cambodia 8.19 2.47 27.18 29.66 13.65 49.62
66. Guyana 8.13 2.63 25.14 28.67 11.85 46.79
67. Timor-Leste 7.79 2.93 20.71 13.36 12.60 52.77
68. Cuba 7.76 4.57 13.19 12.73 10.32 17.47
69. Belize 7.61 2.50 23.14 21.14 12.15 48.24
70. Eritrea 7.58 2.30 25.01 18.65 14.58 57.55
71. Oman 7.53 6.68 8.48 14.18 4.81 8.94
72. France 7.39 2.70 20.23 8.46 29.38 33.29
73. Guinea 6.86 1.47 32.02 31.77 14.61 70.72
74. Suriname 6.72 1.78 25.36 26.95 11.29 53.62
75. Fiji 6.41 2.79 14.74 16.53 11.43 16.95
76. Albania 6.23 2.29 16.95 11.51 11.28 37.51
77. Sri Lanka 5.92 1.60 21.88 18.92 12.10 45.75
78. Belgium 5.83 1.84 18.49 8.03 27.21 28.91
79. Namibia 5.68 1.32 24.43 23.57 12.03 51.41
80. United Kingdom 5.66 2.58 12.43 6.76 7.59 37.40
81. Senegal 5.49 1.05 28.66 30.60 13.00 59.16
82. Sierra Leone 5.32 3.07 9.23 8.09 6.93 14.04
82. Portugal 5.32 1.09 25.96 18.99 13.61 67.72
84. Republic of Congo 5.24 0.57 48.18 34.66 58.41 55.24
85. United Arab Emirates 4.97 3.77 6.56 4.09 2.23 30.91
86. Ethiopia 4.85 0.36 65.44 64.71 62.02 69.83
86. Gambia 4.85 0.67 35.10 56.53 12.79 59.82
88. Uruguay 4.80 1.54 14.96 9.61 8.33 41.86
89. Bahamas 4.78 1.51 15.10 8.56 9.67 41.57
90. Croatia 4.77 1.57 14.48 8.54 9.60 37.03
91. Gabon 4.52 1.50 13.62 15.80 3.28 48.80

 55 WorldRiskReport 2023



Rank Country WorldRiskIndex Exposure Vulnerability Susceptibility 
Lack of  
Coping Capacities

Lack of  
Adaptive 
Capacities

92. Federated States of Micronesia 4.37 1.12 17.07 10.00 10.90 45.63
93. Netherlands 4.32 2.20 8.47 5.60 3.28 33.07
94. Germany 4.30 1.99 9.28 7.02 3.21 35.42
95. South Sudan 4.25 0.25 72.19 73.20 68.79 74.71
96. Poland 4.22 1.73 10.28 5.20 5.21 40.15
97. Guinea-Bissau 4.13 0.67 25.48 18.97 13.39 65.09
98. Afghanistan 4.02 0.25 64.59 56.02 78.19 61.52
98. Ukraine 4.02 0.48 33.63 18.78 42.11 48.11

100. Israel 3.93 0.88 17.57 11.13 16.37 29.77
101. Lebanon 3.86 0.38 39.12 21.99 46.97 57.95
102. Jamaica 3.84 1.10 13.41 8.89 5.55 48.87
103. Tonga 3.77 1.33 10.67 9.56 11.41 11.13
104. Georgia 3.69 0.73 18.62 15.32 9.28 45.41
105. Jordan 3.65 0.57 23.33 13.73 19.98 46.26
106. Mauritius 3.60 0.73 17.77 12.43 9.82 45.94
107. Cyprus 3.56 1.02 12.43 7.26 7.45 35.48
108. Antigua and Barbuda 3.51 1.20 10.26 5.46 5.16 38.31
109. Equatorial Guinea 3.37 0.86 13.20 11.06 3.58 58.05
110. Central African Republic 3.36 0.16 70.67 75.77 64.55 72.17
111. Romania 3.33 0.71 15.60 9.25 8.68 47.28
112. Ireland 3.25 1.45 7.30 4.59 3.43 24.76
113. Malawi 3.17 0.35 28.64 25.65 14.03 65.31
114. Montenegro 3.13 0.83 11.80 8.37 4.39 44.66
115. Burundi 3.03 0.16 57.38 47.46 59.56 66.84
116. Dominica 3.01 0.79 11.49 7.03 5.27 40.98
117. Ghana 2.99 0.34 26.34 28.76 12.17 52.22
117. Liberia 2.99 0.54 16.52 20.20 3.53 63.23
119. Plurinational State of Bolivia 2.98 0.35 25.30 28.14 13.47 42.71
119. Trinidad and Tobago 2.98 0.49 18.08 12.41 11.31 42.11
121. Zambia 2.94 0.81 10.65 9.74 2.54 48.87
121. Samoa 2.94 0.28 30.78 34.17 13.91 61.36
123. Chad 2.90 0.12 70.25 70.25 70.16 70.33
124. Norway 2.89 1.06 7.90 6.55 3.18 23.67
125. Kuwait 2.88 1.05 7.92 5.98 2.58 32.21
126. Uganda 2.80 0.23 34.19 50.05 13.77 57.99
127. Lao People's Democratic Republic 2.79 0.38 20.42 10.35 13.61 60.47
128. Seychelles 2.76 1.03 7.40 4.34 2.50 37.38
129. Kiribati 2.75 0.69 10.95 9.79 2.80 47.94
130. Latvia 2.74 0.79 9.49 9.29 2.29 40.13
131. Comoros 2.73 0.33 22.51 12.92 14.75 59.83
132. Sweden 2.72 1.05 7.05 3.80 5.55 16.65
133. Rwanda 2.69 0.50 14.47 12.33 5.44 45.20
133. Marshall Islands 2.69 0.16 45.27 33.52 45.17 61.26
135. Bosnia and Herzegovina 2.63 0.34 20.28 14.13 11.51 51.26
136. Armenia 2.61 0.23 29.68 14.22 41.24 44.57
137. Barbados 2.58 0.48 13.87 6.99 8.49 44.93
138. Nepal 2.57 0.25 26.35 27.73 13.01 50.73
139. Zimbabwe 2.52 0.20 31.73 31.54 14.88 68.08
140. Tajikistan 2.47 0.23 26.53 34.53 11.61 46.60
141. Saint Lucia 2.45 0.46 13.01 9.19 5.16 46.48
142. Kyrgyzstan 2.42 0.22 26.53 33.53 11.08 50.27
142. Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 2.42 0.43 13.67 16.01 9.71 16.42
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Rank Country WorldRiskIndex Exposure Vulnerability Susceptibility 
Lack of  
Coping Capacities

Lack of  
Adaptive 
Capacities

144. Bulgaria 2.40 0.30 19.15 17.48 8.65 46.46
145. Saint Kitts and Nevis 2.33 0.53 10.20 7.18 4.83 30.63
146. Mali 2.31 0.64 8.31 6.98 2.08 39.50
146. Lithuania 2.31 0.08 66.43 61.03 70.18 68.44
148. Palau 2.21 0.36 13.53 7.30 10.17 33.34
149. Niger 2.16 0.07 66.49 68.67 67.85 63.10
150. Kazakhstan 2.15 0.25 18.43 15.10 10.13 40.93
151. Mongolia 2.11 0.21 21.15 18.20 11.63 44.67
152. Azerbaijan 2.09 0.23 19.02 11.32 12.32 49.36
153. Burkina Faso 2.01 0.07 57.64 47.61 61.45 65.44
154. Eswatini 1.97 0.14 27.66 30.20 13.36 52.44
155. Slovenia 1.96 0.31 12.40 7.44 7.19 35.63
156. Cote d'Ivoire 1.86 0.13 26.59 24.41 13.03 59.13
157. Grenada 1.85 0.31 11.02 14.34 2.55 36.61
158. Estonia 1.84 0.43 7.87 6.70 1.92 37.87
159. Iceland 1.81 0.55 5.97 6.26 1.71 19.86
160. Serbia 1.75 0.17 17.92 14.15 9.57 42.49
161. Paraguay 1.68 0.14 20.23 12.71 12.56 51.90
162. Benin 1.60 0.09 28.56 41.20 12.87 43.94
163. Uzbekistan 1.52 0.18 12.83 10.26 10.92 18.86
164. Togo 1.45 0.07 30.12 32.98 13.57 61.05
165. Finland 1.43 0.49 4.20 5.71 0.49 26.53
166. Tuvalu 1.42 0.15 13.53 7.69 11.02 29.20
167. Lesotho 1.38 0.07 27.35 23.92 14.02 61.02
168. Botswana 1.35 0.09 20.12 15.74 10.37 49.91
169. Republic of Moldova 1.33 0.10 17.72 11.78 9.73 48.54
169. Turkmenistan 1.33 0.17 10.48 9.07 3.04 41.72
171. North Macedonia 1.30 0.33 5.12 8.07 2.24 7.43
171. Brunei Darussalam 1.30 0.10 16.92 9.54 10.36 48.99
173. Bhutan 1.21 0.10 14.53 8.58 8.94 39.97
174. Maldives 1.19 0.11 12.84 6.90 9.96 30.83
175. Cape Verde 1.18 0.07 20.05 15.34 10.89 48.22
176. Qatar 1.15 0.17 7.75 4.73 3.17 31.05
176. Austria 1.15 0.15 8.84 4.44 7.98 19.53
178. Czech Republic 1.12 0.10 12.49 7.55 6.68 38.61
179. Switzerland 1.02 0.16 6.50 4.31 2.67 23.84
180. Nauru 1.00 0.11 9.16 9.01 2.89 29.47
181. Denmark 0.99 0.18 5.42 3.47 1.60 28.66
182. Slovakia 0.95 0.10 9.02 4.59 4.08 39.25
183. Hungary 0.94 0.11 7.98 5.33 9.22 10.36
184. Malta 0.88 0.15 5.13 4.67 2.07 13.99
185. Bahrain 0.87 0.14 5.42 4.85 2.61 12.55
186. Belarus 0.75 0.05 11.14 6.49 5.83 36.57
187. Liechtenstein 0.72 0.09 5.70 6.68 1.00 27.77
188. Sao Tome and Principe 0.67 0.02 22.28 16.85 12.74 51.52
189. Luxembourg 0.64 0.06 6.81 5.36 5.76 10.22
190. Singapore 0.63 0.15 2.61 2.71 0.83 7.92
191. San Marino 0.36 0.03 4.23 2.83 1.31 20.47
192. Monaco 0.24 0.02 2.79 2.79 1.00 7.75
193. Andorra 0.22 0.02 2.37 2.68 1.73 2.86
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WorldRiskIndex 2023, Countries in Alphabetical Order

Country WRI Rank
Afghanistan 4.02 98.
Albania 6.23 76.
Algeria 9.52 57.
Andorra 0.22 193.
Angola 11.04 47.
Antigua and Barbuda 3.51 108.
Argentina 14.88 32.
Armenia 2.61 136.
Australia 21.54 22.
Austria 1.15 176.
Azerbaijan 2.09 152.
Bahamas 4.78 89.
Bahrain 0.87 185.
Bangladesh 27.29 9.
Barbados 2.58 137.
Belarus 0.75 186.
Belgium 5.83 78.
Belize 7.61 69.
Benin 1.60 162.
Bhutan 1.21 173.
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 23.47 19.
Bosnia and Herzegovina 2.63 135.
Botswana 1.35 168.
Brazil 13.47 40.
Brunei Darussalam 1.30 171.
Bulgaria 2.40 144.
Burkina Faso 2.01 153.
Burundi 3.03 115.
Cambodia 8.19 65.
Cameroon 11.15 46.
Canada 19.17 26.
Cape Verde 1.18 175.
Central African Republic 3.36 110.
Chad 2.90 123.
Chile 14.06 35.
China 27.10 10.
Colombia 37.64 5.
Comoros 2.73 131.
Costa Rica 12.48 43.
Cote d'Ivoire 1.86 156.
Croatia 4.77 90.
Cuba 7.76 68.
Cyprus 3.56 107.
Czech Republic 1.12 178.
Dem. People's Republic of Korea 12.75 42.
Democratic Republic of Congo 9.73 54.
Denmark 0.99 181.
Djibouti 10.68 50.
Dominica 3.01 116.

Country WRI Rank
Dominican Republic 12.92 41.
Ecuador 23.58 18.
Egypt 17.76 28.
El Salvador 14.49 34.
Equatorial Guinea 3.37 109.
Eritrea 7.58 70.
Estonia 1.84 158.
Eswatini 1.97 154.
Ethiopia 4.85 86.
Federated States of Micronesia 4.37 92.
Fiji 6.41 75.
Finland 1.43 165.
France 7.39 72.
Gabon 4.52 91.
Gambia 4.85 86.
Georgia 3.69 104.
Germany 4.30 94.
Ghana 2.99 117.
Greece 8.58 64.
Grenada 1.85 157.
Guatemala 11.71 45.
Guinea 6.86 73.
Guinea-Bissau 4.13 97.
Guyana 8.13 66.
Haiti 9.67 55.
Honduras 16.79 29.
Hungary 0.94 183.
Iceland 1.81 159.
India 41.52 3.
Indonesia 43.50 2.
Iran (Islamic Republic of) 19.72 25.
Iraq 9.23 59.
Ireland 3.25 112.
Israel 3.93 100.
Italy 9.97 52.
Jamaica 3.84 102.
Japan 20.86 24.
Jordan 3.65 105.
Kazakhstan 2.15 150.
Kenya 13.71 39.
Kiribati 2.75 129.
Kuwait 2.88 125.
Kyrgyzstan 2.42 142.
Lao People's Democratic Republic 2.79 127.
Latvia 2.74 130.
Lebanon 3.86 101.
Lesotho 1.38 167.
Liberia 2.99 117.
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 13.93 38.
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Country WRI Rank
Liechtenstein 0.72 187.
Lithuania 2.31 146.
Luxembourg 0.64 189.
Madagascar 23.59 17.
Malawi 3.17 113.
Malaysia 14.04 36.
Maldives 1.19 174.
Mali 2.31 146.
Malta 0.88 184.
Marshall Islands 2.69 133.
Mauritania 9.01 62.
Mauritius 3.60 106.
Mexico 38.17 4.
Monaco 0.24 192.
Mongolia 2.11 151.
Montenegro 3.13 114.
Morocco 9.96 53.
Mozambique 34.61 7.
Myanmar 36.16 6.
Namibia 5.68 79.
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in local disaster management agencies

+ Involvement of local population in 
evacuation assistance
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• Ensure non-discrimination of 
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+ Consider impact of social exclusion in 
needs assessments
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Global Trends, Regional Dynamics
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New perspectives on global risks 
The graphs show the evolution of long-term trends 
for disaster risks, the sphere of vulnerability, and 
its components, from 2000 to 2023 for the five 
continents. For this analysis, penalized smoothing 
splines (Eilers and Marx 1996) were estimated 
based on time series of continental median values. 
The spline curves are not required to pass through 
every data point or connect them as they only serve 
as auxiliary data for the estimation, making this 
method well-suited for inferring latent dynamics 
from volatile time series. The exposure sphere is 
not included in the visualization since its values 
were remarkably stable throughout the analysis 
period. 
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