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south asia experiences some of the biggest 
disasters in the world putting millions of people 
at risk. this is an outcome not only of its 
exposure to a wide range of natural hazards, 
but also a result of poverty, socio-economic 
transformation, rapid urbanization and political 
volatility. Climate change aggravates the 
situation by increasing the intensity, frequency 
and uncertainty of climate events.

as per saarC disaster Management Centre’s 
South Asia Disaster Report 2011, the region 
accounted for 96.5% of the total number 
of disasters recorded globally in 2011 alone 
(291 out of 302), killing 2317 people, affecting 
23,23,7,989 people and costing an estimated 
usd 4796 million in terms of economic 
damages (Cred data in sdMC, 2013, p. 3-7)1. 
in the indian ocean tsunami in 2004, Maldives 
lost more than 60% of its GdP, postponing its 
emergence from being categorized as a least 
developed Country for five years. in Pakistan, 
the damage resulting from the 2010 floods was 
close to usd 10 billion representing 5.8% of the 
country’s 2009/2010 GdP” (Velasquez, 2012, 
p. xxiii). Yet, these high-profile emergencies are 
only part of the challenge. despite significant 
cumulative impacts on lives and livelihoods, 
most localized high frequency and low-intensity 
disasters remain unrecorded.

1 the criteria used by Cred for a disaster to be entered 
into the eMdat database is that it should fulfil at least 
one of the following: a) ten or more people reported 
killed, b) hundred or more people reported affected, 
c) declaration of a state of emergency, or d) Call for 
international assistance. eMdat is in other words 
skewed towards large-scale disasters, which contributes 
to the dominance of south asia in the database.

IntroductIon

although natural hazards and climate change 
potentially affect all, they do not affect 
people equally. Marginalized groups - based 
on age, gender, disability, caste, ethnicity, 
religion, class and geographical location - are 
particularly vulnerable to disaster risk. Poverty 
is a critical factor that makes these groups 
vulnerable. this is evident from the fact that 
most excluded groups live and work in fragile 
environments and hazard-prone areas, their 
houses and surroundings are of poor quality and 
insufficiently maintained. 

Gender is another contributing factor in disaster 
vulnerability. in south asia, women and girls 
have lower educational levels and higher 
school drop-out rates than men and boys. 
they lack mobility outside their homes, do low 
paid unskilled work, and are responsible for 
reproduction, care (children, elderly, and disabled 
members of the family) and domestic work. 
low levels of decision-making power within 
and outside their homes add to their particular 
vulnerability.

age is a critical element in disaster vulnerability. 
Children’s specific vulnerabilities come from 
their requirements for basic survival support 
including nutrition, health, psycho-social 
care and protection. their underdeveloped 
immune system makes them susceptible to 
communicable diseases such as diarrhea, 
pneumonia and malaria. a large proportion of 
children in south asia suffer from undernutrition 
and malnutrition. the main killers of children in 
the region are highly sensitive to natural hazards 
and climate change because displacements and 
higher temperatures exacerbate these diseases 
and conditions (lawler, 2011). it is therefore 
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no surprise that children are disproportionally 
affected by emergencies. Without concerted 
action, millions of children in south asia will 
remain vulnerable to compounding risk factors 
such as collapsing structures, water scarcity, 
communicable disease, malnutrition and poor 
social services.

While populations in south asia are vulnerable to 
disaster risks, they also have coping capacities. 
Governments and civil society in south asia 
have pioneered disaster risk reduction (drr) and 
climate change adaptation (CCa) approaches that 
have helped to define community-based drr and 
CCa at the global level2. Bangladesh’s cyclone 
preparedness programme is a classic example of 
how concerted efforts have reduced disaster risks 
for millions of people in low-lying coastal areas. 
other south asian countries have demonstrated 
how effective early warnings and weather 
forecasts can reduce the impact of tsunamis 
and extreme climate events. similarly, land-use 
regulations, building codes and school safety 
have become critical aspects of spatial planning 
in some parts of the region to effectively counter 
earthquakes, landslides and avalanches.

Most countries in south asia have also 
developed drr policies, plans and programmes. 
national disaster Management authorities 
(ndMas) in the region are in the process 
of adopting preventive risk management 
approaches in order to effectively reduce risk 
before they manifest as emergencies. Countries 
in the region have participated actively in 
international drr processes such as the World 
Conferences on drr in Japan, the biennial 
Global Platforms for drr in Geneva, and the 
asian Ministerial Conferences on drr. 

2 in the last decade there has been increased efforts to 
integrate drr and CCa in recognition of overlapping 
agendas. Both approaches aim at reducing vulnerabilities 
and enhancing resilience. in communities exposed to 
weather-related hazards and extreme climate events, 
it is impossible to distinguish between drr and CCa. 
Convergence between drr and CCa was the theme of 
aMCdrr-4 in 2010. in an attempt to avoid duplication of 
efforts, afghanistan’s Strategic National Action Plan for 
DRR (2011) pursued a ‘no-regrets’ approach to drr and 
CCa. similar efforts are underway in child-centred drr 
and CCa. 

india is slated to host the seventh asian 
Ministerial Conference on drr (aMCdrr-7) in 
2016. all of these efforts and events show that 
drr is regarded as an important agenda for the 
region and that the region has a vibrant drr 
community. 

despite these commendable efforts, recurring 
disaster events indicate that governments and 
communities have a long way to go before 
they are prepared to effectively counter the 
increasing level of disaster risk in the region. 
Community-based drr, mostly implemented by 
civil society organizations, needs to be scaled up 
and ownership transferred to local governments 
and communities to enhance sustainability. 
similarly, drr needs to be streamlined into 
development plans and programmes and 
sufficient resources mobilized to address the 
gaps between the international discourses and 
the realities on the ground. social services must 
reach the most vulnerable population groups and 
social protection schemes designed in ways that 
factor in natural hazards and climate change. 
humanitarian assistance and development 
interventions need to be layered, integrated and 
sequenced effectively across the common goal 
of building resilience of communities in south 
asia3. Perhaps most importantly, government 
institutions need to systematically collect 
and analyze population data by age, sex and 
ability in order to effectively address specific 
vulnerabilities. the ultimate goal is to ensure 
humanitarian action pays more attention to 
vulnerabilities rather than shocks, and that 
development becomes risk-informed and 
climate-sensitive.

3 this sentence echoes usaid’s operational agenda of 
resilience (usaid, 2012). the resilience concept has 
gained popularity in asia during the last two-three years. 
the renewed interest in this old concept was triggered 
by the food security crisis in the horn of africa in 2011. 
resilience has framed much of the development debate 
leading up to the formulation of the post-2015 agenda. 
While international consensus is yet to emerge, the new 
resilience concept has helped development agencies 
refocus from hazards to vulnerabilities, and from 
vulnerabilities to capacities in order to promote effective 
coping mechanisms in times of increased uncertainty 
caused by multiple and often interlinked shocks and 
stresses.
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key features of child-centred drr that aims at 
reducing children’s vulnerabilities to disaster 
risk while enhancing children and duty bearers’ 
capacities. it identifies eight ways of reducing 
child vulnerabilities and enhancing child 
capacities. Child-centred risk assessments, 
safeguarding child infrastructure, protecting 
children in emergencies, and social protection 
for children are proposed as means to reduce 
child vulnerabilities, while participatory 
action, life skills education, school safety and 
partnerships are suggested as tools to enhance 
child capacities. the paper takes stock of 
challenges and the progress made during recent 
years and proposes ways to scale up child-
centred drr programming in south asia.

in order to support such efforts in relation 
to children and child rights, the south asian 
association for regional Cooperation (saarC)4 
and the united nations Children’s Fund (uniCeF) 
have joined hands. in early 2014, saarC 
signed a Partnership Framework with uniCeF’s 
regional office in south asia (rosa)5 to advance 
good programming for children. strengthening 
capacities in drr and CCa was identified as a 
priority of this new partnership. during 2014 and 
2015, emergency and drr practitioners from 
sdMC and uniCeF met on several occasions 
to discuss how best to raise the profile of DRR 
programming for and with children. this 
paper is part of the collective efforts to develop 
capacities of stakeholders in the region through 
a number of learning events that will give 
practitioners an opportunity to take stock of the 
situation, identify barriers, flag good practice, 
discuss operational challenges and enter new 
alliances. the goal is to contribute to safeguarding 
the rights of all children in south asia.

this paper outlines the rationale for exploring 
children’s role in drr and CCa. it describes 

4 saarC is an intergovernmental body of countries from 
south asia working towards the promotion of welfare 
and improvement in the quality of life of people from the 
region. Member countries of saarC are afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, india, Maldives, nepal, Pakistan and 
sri lanka. in 2005, saarC developed a Comprehensive 
Framework on Disaster Management and Disaster 
Prevention and agreed to establish a number of saarC 
centers - including sdMC - to implement this framework.

5 the regional office for south asia (rosa) of uniCeF 
provides support to the eight uniCeF Country offices in 
the region. the member countries of rosa and saarC 
are identical.

iLLuStRAtion 1:  KEY CoMPonEntS oF ChiLD-CEntRED DRR

REDUCING VULNERABILITIES ENHANCING CAPACITIES

Child-centred risk assessment Participatory action

safeguarding child infrastructure life skills education

Protecting children in emergencies school safety

social protection for children Partnerships

Child-centred DRR aims at reducing 
children’s vulnerabilities to disaster 

risk while enhancing children and duty 
bearers’ capacities
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Why Focus on children?

during the evolution of child-centred drr in 
the region, five key arguments emerged that 
highlight the importance of drr actions for 
and with children. the five arguments are 
summarized below.

1 – Children have special needs and 
are disproportionally affected by 
disasters
 
Children are a vulnerable group primarily 
because of their age. their dependency on 
adults for food, hygiene, care, shelter and 
protection have bearing on their survival and 
development. Children’s evolving immune 
systems makes them vulnerable to diseases 
and malnutrition6. in 2005, uniCeF reported that 
women and children in afghanistan faced an 
acute emergency because of exceptionally high 
maternal and child mortality rates7.

6 south asia has a high rate of undernutrition, especially 
among children bearing about 40 percent of the global 
burden of child stunting. uniCeF rosa website 
accessed on 9 august 2015. available at: www.
unicefrosa-progressreport.org/stopstunting.html.

7 uniCeF afghanistan news note from 4 august 2005. 
available at: www.unicef.org/media/media_27853.html.

in order to make the best use of limited 
resources, prioritization is critical. like 
humanitarian action, drr targets people most 
at risk. Children typically represent about half of 
the total number of disaster casualties in south 
asia (number of deaths, injured, displaced and 
affected) and are often more vulnerable than 
their proportion of the population warrants8. this 
pattern was generally observed during the past 
three tsunamis in Japan and in indonesia and sri 
lanka during the indian ocean tsunami in 20049 
(sawai, 2012, p. 5). during disasters, children 
are directly affected by death and injuries as well 
as from diseases related to malnutrition, poor 
water and sanitation – conditions exacerbated 
by secondary disasters and climate change 
(lawler, 2011, chapter 3). in addition, disasters 
often disrupt education and cause psychological 
trauma among the survivors. disasters also 
tend to separate children from family members 
and increase their vulnerability to trafficking, 
exploitation and other forms of abuse. although 
these findings are well documented in post-
disaster situational reports, it remains difficult 
to establish causal links between disasters and 
child welfare outcomes (seballos, 2011, p. 30).

8 although absence of child segregated data prevents 
quantification of the exact losses suffered by children 
in disasters, unisdr and unesCaP estimate - with 
reference to the 2011 south-east asia floods - that 
children are disproportionally affected (Velasquez, 2012, 
p. 37).

9 in sri lanka, 31.8% of the fatalities during the 2004 
indian ocean tsunami were below 5 years and 23.7% 
between 5-9 years while the mortality rate among the 
age group 20-29 years was 7.4% (nishikitori in sawai, 
2011).

Children have the same needs and rights 
in disasters as in stable situations. 

Their vulnerabilities are exacerbated by 
emergencies.
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tABLE 1: ChiLD PoPuLAtion AnD u-5 MoRtALitY RAtES in South 
ASiAn CountRiES

and climate change. When disaster occurs, 
schools are frequently used as shelters, 
depriving children of their learning spaces. 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
states that children have inalienable rights in all 
circumstances – including during disasters when 
they are most exposed. Children also have the 
right to participate in decisions that affect them, 
such as drr and CCa.

Governments in south asia have demonstrated 
their commitment to the survival, development 
and protection of children by being signatories of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989 
and its two optional Protocols in 200011. they 
have further adopted the World Declaration on the 
Survival, Protection and Development of Children 
in 1990. regionally, the heads of states and 
Governments of south asia signed the SAARC 
Convention on Regional Arrangements on the  

11 in year 2000, the united nations General assembly 
adopted two optional Protocols to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child to increase the protection of children 
from involvement in armed conflicts and from sexual 
exploitation. on 14 april 2014, a third optional Protocol 
was adopted, allowing children to bring complaints 
directly to the Committee on the rights of the Child.

Country aBsolute Child PoPulation 
in millions in 2013

relative Child PoPulation in 
PerCentages in 2013

u-5 mortality rates in 2013 
(Per 1,000 live Births)

afghanistan 16.536 54.12 97

Bangladesh 56.666 36.18 41

Bhutan 0.256 33.95 36

india 435.384 34.77 53

maldives 0.120 34.78 10

nepal 11.526 41.46 40

Pakistan 73.854 40.55 86

sri lanka 6.308 29.65 10

source: The State of the World’s Children, 2015, table 1 (p. 36-41) and table 6 (p. 66-71). the relative size of the child 
population is calculated by the consultant.

2 – Children constitute a significant 
proportion of the population

numbers matter. not less than 600 million 
children live in south asia. they constitute 27 
per cent of the world’s child population and 36 
per cent of the total population in south asia10. 
since more than 1/4 of the world’s children 
live in the most populous region in the world, 
it is critical to step up child-centred drr in 
south asia. similarly, with more than 1/3 of the 
population in the region being below 18 years, 
it is imperative to take their needs and concerns 
into consideration when defining the overall 
disaster risk profile of any community. table 1 
below lists the child population in south asia 
in absolute and relative numbers as well as the 
under-five (u-5) mortality rate, which remains 
the most critical child survival indicator. 

3 – Children have inalienable rights 
in all circumstances – including 
disasters

Children’s rights to survival, clean water, food, 
health, sanitation, shelter, education and 
protection are compromised by disaster risk 

10  Calculated from the demographic tables in the most 
recent State of the World’s Children, 2015, p. 71.
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Promotion of Child Welfare in South Asia in 2002 
and adopted the SAARC Social Charter in 2004, 
which places strong emphasis on the promotion 
of the rights and well-being of the child12.

4 – increasing policy support for 
children’s protection and participation

safeguarding children and women in 
emergencies has probably always been a priority 
in disaster management. similarly, humanitarian 
action aims at reaching the most vulnerable 

12 the SAARC Convention is available at: www.saarc-sec.
org/userfiles/conv-children.pdf. the Social Charter is 
available at: http://saarc-sec.org/areaofcooperation/
detail.php?activity_id=7.

groups during crises. While the survival and 
protection of children has remained a priority 
in disaster management and humanitarian 
action for centuries, children have only taken 
centre stage in drr and CCa during the last 
decade. although the initial efforts related to 
school safety and education, the agenda has 
gradually been expanded to cover multiple 
sectors with a strong emphasis on child rights 
and child participation. it is therefore important 
to capitalise on the growing interest and ensure 
children’s protection and participation remain 
a priority in drr and CCa. table 2 provides 
a chronological list of global and regional 
declarations supporting school safety and child-
centred drr in the period 2005-2015. While 
declaration are not binding documents, they 
serve as guiding principles in shaping country 
policies and programmes.

tABLE 2: PoLitiCAL DECLARAtionS on DRR 2005-2015

month & year title & link organizations or event

January 2005 hyogo Framework for action
link: www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/hfa

second World Conference on 
disaster reduction

January 2007 ahmedabad action agenda for school safety
link: www.preventionweb.net/files/5146_in01mh844-Ft.pdf

gujarat state disaster management 
authority & seeds india

october 2007 Bangkok action agenda for school education and drr
link: www.preventionweb.net/files/15376_bangkokactionagendafinal.doc

unisdr, unesCo, uniCeF, 
unesCaP, unCrd, oCha, iFrC, 
asean, adPC, adrC and asB

may 2008 islamabad declaration for safer school Construction
link: www.scribd.com/doc/49393326/islamabad-declaration-for-safer-school-
Construction-2008

not mentioned

october 2010 incheon declaration on drr in asia and the Pacific 2010
link: www.unisdr.org/files/16172_finalincheondeclarationdraftingcom1.pdf

amCdrr-4

november 2010 Beijing declaration on south-south Cooperation for Child rights in asia-Pacific
link: www.unicef.org/media/files/Beijing_declaration.pdf

uniCeF high-level meeting

February 2011 saarC Framework for Care, Protection and Participation of Children in 
disasters
link: http://saarc-sdmc.nic.in/pdf/publications/saarc%20framework.pdf

sdmC in collaboration with uniCeF 
and save the Children

october 2012 yogyakarta declaration on drr and statement of Child-centred organizations, 
Children and youth
link: www.preventionweb.net/english/professional/policies/v.php?id=29332

amCdrr-5

June 2014 Bangkok declaration on drr and statement of Child-cented organizations, 
Children and youth
link: http://6thamcdrr-thailand.net/6thamcdrr/outcome-documents

amCdrr-6

march 2015 sendai declaration on drr and the sendai Framework for drr 2015-2030
link: www.wcdrr.org/

third World Conference on drr
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5 – Child-centred DRR and 
programming for children contribute 
to sustainable development

Child-centred drr and programming for children 
have long-term development gains for children 
and for the society at large. investments in 
child health, nutrition, education and child 
protection not only result in child survival, 
development and wellbeing but also in poverty 
reduction and increased resilience of societies 
to withstand shocks and stresses. Participation, 
empowerment and equitable development 
further help stabilizing fragile states and building 
stable societies.

in 2000, all south asian governments endorsed 
the Millennium Development Goals with six 
out of eight goals related directly to children13. 
south asia governments have also played an 
active role in formulating the 17 new Sustainable 
Development Goals14 that are emerging as a 
result of the post-2015 development debate15. 
the following 12 goals are of particular interest 
for children:

1. end poverty in all its forms everywhere.
2. end hunger, achieve food security and 

improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture.

3. ensure healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all at all ages.

4. ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

13 the World Declaration is available at: www.unicef.org/
wsc/declare.htm. the Millennium Goals are available 
at: www.un.org/millenniumgoals/.

14 the sustainable development Goals are available at: 
www.sustainabledevelopment2015.org/

15 the post-2015 development debate refers to three 
mutually supportive intergovernmental processes critical 
for development, drr and climate change initiatives 
globally. in March 2015, a new Sendai Framework for 
DRR 2015-2030 was launched to replace the Hyogo 
Framework of Action 2000-2015. in september 2015, 
the Millennium Development Goals will be replaced 
with a new set of universal goals – the Sustainable 
Development Goals; and the Conference of the Parties 
(CoP 21) to the united nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (unFCCC) and the 11th session 
of the Meeting of the Parties (CMP 11) to the kyoto 
Protocol will be held in december 2015 to come up with 
a binding universal agreement on climate change among 
all countries.

education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.

5. achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls.

6. ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all.

9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
inclusive and sustainable industrialization 
and foster innovation.

10. reduce inequality within and among 
countries.

11. Make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.

13. take urgent action to combat climate 
change and its impacts.

15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable 
use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 
manage forests, combat desertification, and 
halt and reverse land degradation and halt 
biodiversity loss.

16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all 
levels.
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Child-centred drr is an evolving concept that 
has seen a rapid growth in interest during recent 
years. it is linked to community-based drr 
through participation and can broadly be defined 
as drr for and with children (Plan uk, 2010, p. 
3). Whereas community-based drr originated 
among development practitioners, child-centred 
drr is distinctly rights-based. it embraces the 
four principles of the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child including (i) non-discrimination, (ii) 
the best interests of the child, (iii) the right to 
life, survival and development, and (iv) the view 
of the child (Plan uk, 2010, p. 4)16.

Child-centred drr both addresses rights-
holders (children) and duty bearers (parents, 
communities, service providers and 

16 despite efforts to relate drr to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, there is little mentioning of disasters 
– let alone drr – in the monitoring mechanisms (Bild & 
ibrahim, 2013, p. 25). at uniCeF’s high-level Meeting 
on international Cooperation for Child rights in the 
asia Pacific region in 2010, the Bangladesh delegation 
proposed to integrate child-centred drr in the reporting 
guidelines from the Committee on the rights of the Child 
within the purview of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (Bangladesh Ministry of Women and Children 
affairs, Children and DRR in the Asia Pacific, 2010).

What is Child-Centred drr?

Child-centred DRR is DRR for and with 
children. It addresses rights-holders 

and duty bearers to safeguard children’s 
rights

governments). it aims at strengthening 
accountability mechanisms between rights-
holders and duty bearers by improving 
information flows, enhancing transparency 
and developing capacities at various levels. 
the ultimate goal of child-centred drr is to 
safeguard children’s rights in relation to disaster 
risk and – when incorporating CCa - climate 
change.

Child-centred drr calls for inter- and intra-
generational justice to realize the rights of all 
children17. this often entails a shift in perception 
and practice among disaster managers, drr 
practitioners, teachers and other professionals, 
who may not have the required dedication, 
skills and knowledge to facilitate meaningful 
participation of children and youth through long-
term engagement, child-friendly discussions and 
tailored programme interventions.

Balancing action for and with children is critical 
for child-centred drr. according to a Children 
in a Changing Climate Research report from 
2011, child-centred drr needs to cover both 
child-sensitive and participatory policy and 
programming:

1. Child-sensitive policy and programming 
responds to the needs of children as 
recipients or beneficiaries. this may be 

17 Inter-generational justice is critical in relation to climate 
change. today’s children and future generations will 
live longer than today’s adults to experience the 
consequences of climate change. this argument is 
presented in Climate Change and Children: A Human 
Security Challenge (uniCeF innocenti, 2008).
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achieved through measures such as school 
feeding programmes, social protection/
cash transfer programmes for families to 
reduce existing vulnerabilities, structural 
strengthening of school buildings, 
contingency planning for education and 
service provision, or preparedness planning 
for disaster events that explicitly caters for 
child protection or psychological trauma.

2. Participatory policy and programming 
where children are actively engaged in 
decision-making, planning and accountability 
processes for prevention, preparedness and 
response. this includes child-led drr where 
children are supported to be lead agents 
of change in their spheres of influence – 
household, school, community and beyond. 
(seballos et al., 2011, p. 13).

iLLuStRAtion 2: ChiLD-CEntRED DRR ACRoSS DiFFEREnt SCALES

Whereas some child-centred drr activities 
target international and national legislative 
processes, others are firmly based within 
families and communities. illustration 2 presents 
seballos et al.’s schematic model of the scope 
of child-centred drr across different scales. 

a number of global drr campaigns have 
highlighted the importance of child-centred drr 
during recent years. these include two world 
disaster reduction campaigns, an additional 
campaign on ‘one Million safe schools and 
hospitals’ and annual campaigns linked to the 
international day of disaster reduction (iddr) 
in 2011 and 2012. table 3 below provides a 
chronological overview of the titles of global drr 
campaigns and the links to additional information.

Source: Seballos et al., 2011. p. 50.

household

Community

Municipal

national

international

Visible DRR groups and 
activities:

reinforce support for child 
agency

School/DRR curricula/
projects:

enhance knowledge, skills and 
learning

Cross-sector DRR: that stresses children;s rights & 
needs, and incentivises participation

DRR and climate change frameworks: 
that recognise children's rights,  

needs and agency

Support for child protection 
and agency:

From parents, duty-bearers and 
the wider community

Access within and beyond the 
community:

to networks of skilled actors 
and agencies

Decentralisation:

of resources and functions for 
drr
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of experiences and lessons
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year(s) CamPaign title & link

2006-2007 disaster risk reduction Begins at school
link: www.unisdr.org/2007/campaign/wdrc-2006-2007.htm

2008-2009 hospitals safe from disasters: reduce risk, Protect health Facilities, save lives!
link: www.unisdr.org/2009/campaign/wdrc-2008-2009.html

2010-2011

making Cities resilient:  my city is getting ready!
link: www.unisdr.org/english/campaigns/campaign2010-2015/ 

one million safe schools and hospitals
link: www.safe-schools-hospitals.net/en/home.aspx

oct 2011 making Children and young People Partners for drr
link: www.unisdr.org/2011/iddr/

oct 2012 Women & girls – the invisible Force of resilience
link: www.unisdr.org/2012/iddr/

oct 2013 living with disability & disasters
link: www.unisdr.org/2013/iddr/

oct 2014 resilience is for life
link: www.unisdr.org/2014/iddr/

tABLE 3: GLoBAL CAMPAiGnS FoR DRR 2005-2015
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Children of south asia are among the most 
vulnerable in the world. almost one of every 
three under-5 deaths globally occurs in this 
region18. undernutrition is a serious concern and 
among the leading causes of death, whether 
directly or indirectly. Wasting in south asia 
is higher than in any other region and twice 
the world average19. despite progress in the 
reduction of stunting during the last 20 years, the 
absolute numbers of stunted children remains 
high. infants, young children, and pregnant and 
lactating women are particularly vulnerable to 
malnutrition, since their nutritional requirements 
are high, while they are often less able to 
negotiate their fair share of food within families.

disaster risk exacerbates children’s vulnerabilities. 
slow onset disasters, such as droughts, regularly 
impact a large part of south asia, disrupting the 
production of cereals, vegetables, fruits and 
other important food items. decreased supply of 
cattle feed also reduces the production of milk. 
in many parts of south asia, annual floods and 
frequent storms hamper agricultural production 
by damaging standing crops and increasing 
the salinity of the soil (SAARC Framework for 
Care, Protection and Participation of Children 
in Disasters, 2011, Priority 3). in sudden onset 
disasters, children are frequently separated from 
their caregivers and suffer from psychosocial 
distress. sexual and gender-based violence - 
including early and/or forced marriages - physical 

18 1,991,000 out of 6,285,000 according to the state of the 
World’s Children, 2015, table 1, p. 41.

19 16 percent relative to 8 percent according to south asia 
regional action Framework for nutrition, 2015, p. 8.

How to Reduce cHild  
VulneRabilities?

harm, trafficking and child labour are regularly 
observed during all types of disasters. 

Common risk management strategies of poor 
households include reducing food intake and health 
expenditures, withdrawing children from school, 
sending children to work, placing them in foster 
families or orphanages and taking on debt. disasters 
contribute to a vicious cycle of poverty, which 
compromises children’s rights and the development 
potential of families and communities. this is 
particularly true for unequal societies where poor 
families shoulder the greatest burden.

Projections of future developments in south asia 
point to increased vulnerability due to well-known 
development challenges. the combination of 
migration, urbanization and climate change add 
to the vulnerability of children. Without concerted 
action, millions of children will remain at risk from 
diseases, malnutrition, water scarcity, lack of public 
services and collapse of critical infrastructure.

the following sections highlight four types of 
interventions that contribute to reducing child 
vulnerabilities in relation to disaster risk and climate 
change. (1) Child-centred risk assessments help 
us measure, visualize and understand child risks 
in order to factor them into risk-informed planning. 
(2) safeguarding critical infrastructure for children 
and (3) protecting children in emergencies aim at 
reducing the exposure and vulnerability of buildings, 
lifelines, families and children. (4) social protection 
contributes to transferring disaster risk away from 
the most vulnerable groups in society, including the 
families of poor children. each of the four sections 
begin by a brief presentation of the rationale for 
the intervention followed by good practice and, 
whenever available, examples from south asia.
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4.1 – Child-Centred Risk Assessment

Vulnerability assessment is a critical task for 
governments working for the survival, wellbeing 
and protection of their citizens. Children’s 
vulnerability and exposure to disaster risk are 
to a large extent shaped by their birthplace and 
the period in which they are born. the socio-
economic status and educational level of family 
members also matter and so do their own 
physical and mental condition. 

this paper presents a new risk assessment 
methodology that was developed by uniCeF 
and government counterparts in asia in the 
period 2011-201520. a child-centred risk 
assessment is a quantitative and spatial 
methodology that identifies the relative level 
of risk to children in specific geographical 
areas. it draws on both emergency (hazard) 
and development (vulnerability) approaches 
and provides essential information to target 
child-centred drr. in addition, a child-centred 
risk assessment contributes to safeguarding 
development investments by allowing ‘smart’ 
programming and enhancing resilience towards 
natural hazards and climate change. 

20 uniCeF’s child-centred risk assessments in nepal, 
india, Pakistan, lao Pdr, indonesia and solomon 
islands are described in Child-centred risk assessment: 
regional synthesis of uniCeF assessments in asia 
(uniCeF rosa, 2014). this publication provides 
detailed information of the indicators used and the maps 
generated. available at: www.preventionweb.net/english/
professional/publications/v.php?id=36688.

the assessment process consists of the 
following six steps:

1. Collect and analyze hazard data, while 
taking climate change into consideration. 
if unavailable, develop a multi-hazard map 
based on past disaster records, current hazard 
zoning and future climate change scenarios.

2. Collect and analyze child vulnerability 
data, based on a range of child deprivation 
indicators and an assessment of the 
reliability of the available data21.

3. Collect and analyze demographic data of 
the child population with breakdown in age- 
and gender groups.

4. Collect and analyze capacities based on a 
range of welfare indicators and an assessment 
of the reliability of the available data. 

5. Calculate risk levels by merging the 
available data sets and assigning weights to 
individual indicators and components. 

6. draw risk maps illustrating the findings of 
the assessment. 

21 sdMC has developed the south asian disaster 
knowledge network that allows for information sharing 
on hazards, vulnerabilities, risks and disaster events. the 
online platform has links to a digital Vulnerability atlas. 
this atlas provides layers of digitized visual information 
on administrative boundaries, physiographic features, 
housing, and critical infrastructure. although the atlas 
doesn’t focus on child vulnerabilities, the hundreds of 
map layers of saarC countries contain important socio-
economic information.

What is drr?

drr focuses on reducing disaster risks triggered by natural hazards. it aims at reducing hazards, 
vulnerabilities and exposure on the one hand while enhancing capacities on the other. With its distinct focus 
on prevention and mitigation, drr differs from traditional disaster management focusing on preparedness and 
response. drr needs to become an integral part of development planning and praxis. 

disaster risk is a function of hazards, vulnerability, exposure and capacities.  
it is often illustrated by the risk formula: 

disaster risks are dynamic and need to be considered in a specific time, area and context to effectively risk-
inform development.

r = h x v x e
C



Child-Centered disaster risk reduCtion in south asia
BasiC ConCePts

15

a well-designed risk map has the capacity to 
summarize complex information in a concise 
manner. if based on reliable sources, it is an 
evidence-based advocacy and planning tool 
with the potential to convince busy programme 
managers and policy makers in a matter of 
minutes. illustration 3 shows how hazard, 
vulnerability and exposure analysis was 
combined in uniCeF Pakistan’s child-centred 
risk assessment from 201222.

a child-centred risk assessment brings children 
onto the national drr and CCa agendas by 
making use of child vulnerability data from 

22 Pakistan’s National Disaster Management Plan (2012) 
contains detailed hazard maps that allows re-calibration of 
the findings from uniCeF’s initial multi-hazard assessment.

iLLuStRAtion 3: CoMPonEntS oF uniCEF’S ChiLD-CEntRED RiSK 
ASSESSMEnt in PAKiStAn

sectors such as health, nutrition, Wash, education 
and child protection. the point is that child 
vulnerabilities often serve as a better proxy for 
community vulnerabilities than monetary values 
used by insurance companies and development 
banks. this is particularly true for south asia, a 
region with a high proportion of children and youth.

although a child-centred risk assessment provides 
useful snapshots of child risks in specific areas, 
it is only a prelude to more complex vulnerability 
analyses. such vulnerability analyses need 
to elaborate on casual relations in order to 
understand ‘risk drivers’ and identify duty bearers 
for specific tasks. in order to capture the dynamic 
nature of risk, repeated assessments are required. 
india has developed a complex analytical tool that 
monitors changes over time and helps to uncover 
casual links between hazards and a wide range of 
socio-economic indicators.   
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india’s Multi-hazard Vulnerability 
Mapping system was developed by uniCeF 
and devinfo23 in collaboration with ndma. it 
permits detailed hazard analysis as well as real-
time monitoring of demographic, economic and 
child development indicators. the multi-hazard 
vulnerability mapping system piloted in Bihar 
and rajasthan collected data on 51 indicators 
from seven sectors to facilitate individual sector 
analysis and vulnerability mapping. in order to 
monitor changes over time, data was collected 
on a monthly basis. in this way it was possible 
to capture seasonal variations and correlations 
between e.g. floods and communicable diseases 
and drought and school attendance. such time 
series showed the potential of risk analysis to 
better understand child behaviour and assess 
the violation of child rights caused by disaster 
risk. When the secretary of the indian disaster 
management authority of the ministry of home 
affairs presented the multi-hazard vulnerability 
mapping system at a south-south Forum at the 
Fourth global Platform for drr in geneva in 
may 2013, it was well received by government 
officials from around the world.

4.2 – Safeguarding Child 
infrastructure

earthquakes have had dramatic consequences 
for the public infrastructure in south asia 
including schools, hospitals, health posts, cold 
chains, caring and feeding centres, government 
institutions, electricity grids, and water and gas 
pipelines. thousands of schools collapsed or 
were damaged during the Gujarat earthquake 
in 2001, the kashmir earthquake in 2005, the 
taplejung earthquake in 2012 and the Gorkha 
earthquake in 2015. in the Pakistan earthquake 
in 2005, 7,670 government and privately owned 

23 devinfo is a powerful database that is used to compile 
and disseminate data on human development. it is an 
integrated desktop and web-enabled tool that supports 
both standard and user-defined indicators. the devinfo 
project is an interagency initiative managed by uniCeF 
on behalf of the un system. For more information please 
see: www.devinfo.org/.

©
 U

N
IC

E
F 

R
O

S
A

/T
ho

m
as

N
yb

o2
01

5



Child-Centered disaster risk reduCtion in south asia
BasiC ConCePts

17

schools were affected, of which 5,690 were 
primary and middle schools. about half of the 
damaged schools collapsed or were beyond 
repair and the education sector accounted for 
14 per cent of the country’s total damage and 
losses, estimated at usd 405 million (Velasquez, 
2012, p. 42). although this issue has received 
a lot of attention in safe schools campaigns, it 
remains largely unresolved (Bild & ibrahim, 2013, 
p. 18). other natural hazards also frequently 
damage public infrastructure that are critical for 
the provision of social services to children. 

Migration, urbanization, slum settlements and 
rapid growth contribute to the risk profile of 
south asia. Population movements from rural to 
urban areas remain unplanned. People from rural 
areas often end up living in slums and squatters 
in cities due to lack of affordable and safe 
shelters. the region has nine mega-cities with 
a population of more than 10 million including 
delhi, Mumbai, karachi, dhaka, kolkata, 
lahore, Bengaluru, Chennai and hyderabad24. 
While most countries have adopted national 
land-use policies and implemented area-based 
development plans in priority areas, no countries 
have enforced comprehensive spatial planning. 
although natural hazard maps are available, 
seismic, landslide and flood assessments have 
rarely been incorporated into development 
plans. in most south asian countries building 
codes are seen as complex and costly, and 
building standards rarely enforced.

Good practice in the region includes the 
construction of hundreds of safe schools in 
the earthquake affected areas in Pakistan, 
india’s national Programme on school safety 
(described in section 5.3) and assessment and 
retrofitting of selected schools in the kathmandu 
Valley under the nepal risk reduction 
Consortium (described in section 5.4). such 
types of interventions need to cover all private 
and public schools in all earthquake zones in 
south asia. new schools should be located in 
hazard-free zones or constructed according to 
improved building standards in order to ensure 
they remain operational in future disasters. 
Protecting critical infrastructure is not only a 

24 For additional information please see Wikipedia ‘Megacity’. 
available at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Megacity.

cost-effective investment but also a social, 
moral and ethical imperative.

in 2009, sdMC developed a template for rapid 
visual screening of school and hospital buildings 
in saarC countries. these efforts resulted in 
a publication entitled Rapid Structural and Non-
structural Assessment of School and Hospital 
Buildings in SAARC Countries (sdMC, 2011). 
in collaboration with un-habitat and unisdr, 
sdMC also contributed to four standardized 
toolkits to assist national officials in their 
assessment of the safety of school and hospital 
buildings in the region. these four publications 
have the title Tools for the Assessment of 
School and Hospital Safety for Multi-hazards in 
South Asia (un-habitat and unisdr, 2012).

4.3 – Protecting Children in 
Emergencies

although there is a long-standing tradition 
in south asia for paying special attention 
to women and children in disasters, most 
disaster managers have limited knowledge 
of how to enhance emergency preparedness 
and recovery for children before and after 
disasters. Very few government institutions 
disaggregate population data by sex, age and 
ability. even fewer agencies have developed 
protocols on how to address the special 
physical, health and psychosocial needs or 
capacities of women, boys or girls (harris & 
hawrylyshyn, 2012). While social departments 
and ministries possess such knowledge, they 
are often consulted too little or too late to 
have significant influence on the design and 
implementation of preparedness, response and 
recovery measures.

Children in emergencies have special 
requirements as a result of the combined 
effects of specific hazards and changes in the 
environment. Child protection in emergencies 
is a serious challenge that requires specialized 
protection knowledge. Children’s needs can 
most effectively be identified and addressed 
by the concerted efforts of child protection 
experts, social workers, ndMas and local 
authorities well in advance of disasters. in 
locations with recurring slow-onset hazards 
(e.g. drought and heat waves), awareness 
raising campaigns should focus on dehydration, 
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heatstroke, child labour and/or trafficking. in 
settings with sudden onset hazards (e.g. flash 
floods and earthquakes), it is critical to avoid 
family separation by ensuring that children know 
how to locate their caregivers, equipping children 
with means of identification, and safeguarding 
birth certificates. rather than standardized 
approaches, specific hazards and socio-economic 
changes call for tailored measures.

Good practice in the region includes 
psychosocial support to children in high-
risk environments. if well designed and 
implemented, such care has the potential to 
address the immediate and long-term effects 
of disaster risk on children’s development 
and contributing to their resilience. Child 
Friendly Spaces in emergencies have played an 
important role in protecting children in south 
asia and given them a sense of normality in 
post-disaster scenarios. in collaboration with 
the Child Protection Cluster and uniCeF, the 
Government of Bangladesh established 240 
Child Friendly spaces after Cyclone sidr in 2007 
and additionally 140 after Cyclone aila in 2009. 
in recognition of the unique risk and climate 
scenarios in Bangladesh, the Government 
decided to make such spaces permanent in 
areas with high disaster risk. these centres 
are used for imparting life skills trainings, 
contributing to addressing future disaster risk 
(Ministry of Women and Children affairs, 2010).

after the 2011 floods in sindh, uniCeF Pakistan 
introduced ‘Protective learning and Community 
emergency services’ (PLaCES). PlaCes aims at 
offering children in emergencies comprehensive 
social support by creating an environment that 
will improve the safety, health and wellbeing 
of children and women. While activities vary 
according to location and context, they often 
include emergency services in health, nutrition, 
water, sanitation and hygiene. PlaCes promotes 
the co-location and close collaboration between 
service providers in health, nutrition, water, 
sanitation and hygiene. all of these services are 
mutually reinforcing in addressing the needs of 
children and building their resilience. like Child 
Friendly spaces in Bangladesh, PlaCes are 
not only expected to contribute to the recovery 
phase but also to form part of a long-term 
community-based protective system (uniCeF 
Pakistan, 2012).

4.4 – Social Protection For Children

Social Protection can be defined as a set of 
public and private policies and programmes 
aimed at preventing, reducing and eliminating 
economic and social vulnerabilities to poverty 
and deprivation25. it plays an increasingly 
important role in south asia by offering 
affordable measures to reducing vulnerabilities 
(Velasquez, 2012, preface)26. this is particularly 
the case when combined with quality social 
services, microcredit schemes and other forms 
of livelihood support to families at the risk of 
falling into the poverty trap27.

social protection, drr and CCa share a number 
of similarities. the three approaches have 
recently gained popularity in the region and are 
being expanded across south asia. all of them 
aim at reducing vulnerabilities to external shocks 
and stresses while building resilience for poor 
families. While social protection has an advanced 
understanding of poverty and social deprivations 
at the household level, drr has a superior 
understanding of the spatial dimension of risk 
at community-level and CCa of future climate 
change scenarios at macro-level. Basing socio-
economic analysis on all three disciplines enables 
governments to obtain a thorough understanding 
of the distribution and dynamics of vulnerabilities 
and additional risk factors for poor families. 

if natural hazards and climate change are 
factored into the design of social protection 
programmes, they have the potential to act as 
a permanent buffer against all types of risks 

25 With its strong development and welfare toning, social 
protection has no resemblance with child protection. 
For more information on uniCeF’s approach to social 
protection please see: www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/
index_socialprotection.html

26 Risk insurance is a market-based supplement to social 
protection that contributes to risk pooling. risk insurance 
acts as an incentive for drr by pricing risks, encouraging 
higher return activities, buffering losses and transferring 
risks to a wider group of stakeholders. For this approach 
to be successful in south asia, a much higher insurance 
coverage is required than currently the case.

27 Cash transfers and cash for work have proven to be 
effective forms of humanitarian assistance. they offer 
many advantages including the ability to scale up quickly, 
empowerment of beneficiaries and optimal allocation of 
scarce resources. Cash-based assistance can also serve as a 
bridge to recovery and established social protection system.



Child-Centered disaster risk reduCtion in south asia
BasiC ConCePts

19

– including disaster and climate risks. existing 
social protection programmes have the additional 
advantage of covering millions of risk-prone 
households and communities in south asia. 
they can easily be adapted, often at a relatively 
low cost, in order to reach out to millions of 
vulnerable children in poor households. despite 
the strong rationale for integration, there are 
currently only few cases of successful integration 
on the ground28. however, development agencies 
increasingly pursue integration while academic 
institutions seek a better understanding of how 
best to approach the integration29.

28 an analysis of 124 agricultural programmes in south asia 
showed that full integration of social protection, CCa 
and drr is relatively limited, although combining social 
protection with drr has become more common in the 
last ten years. For more information please refer to Mark 
davies et al., 2013.

29 in recognition of the similarities between social 
protection and CCa, adaptive social protection has 
emerged as a new field of investigation. For more 
information on adaptive social protection please refer 
to the following eldis/Cdkn website: http://www.eldis.
org/go/topics/resource-guides/climate-change/key-issues/
adaptive-social-protection#.VXBkhv_GPiu.

in 2014, uniCeF organized a symposium 
in Bangkok among social protection, drr 
and climate change practitioners to discuss 
integration of the three approaches with a 
focus on children. the symposium resulted in 
a publication entitled Protecting Children from 
Poverty, Disaster and Climate Risks that explored 
an integrated approach to vulnerability analysis. 
the publication identified the following four steps 
for governments and development partners to 
strengthen the linkages between the technical 
areas: (i) identify households that are most at 
risk of disaster and climate change impacts, (ii) 
assess the sensitivity of current social protection 
programmes to disaster and climate change, (iii) 
adopt existing and develop new social protection 
programmes and systems that integrate disaster 
and climate risk, and (iv) improve the coordination 
of institutions, strategies and programmes 
(uniCeF eaPro, 2014).
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How to enHance cHild  
capacities?

the understanding that children and young 
people can evolve from vulnerable individuals 
to empowered citizens lies at the heart of child-
centred drr. Whereas the previous sections 
focused on children’s vulnerabilities and 
approaches to overcome them, the following 
sections zoom in on children’s capacities and 
ways to enhance them. these approaches 
include participatory action, life skills, school 
safety and new partnerships. unless such 
capacity development approaches are integrated 
into drr and CCa, children’s capacities are 
likely to remain dormant or under-utilized.

5.1 – Participatory Action

While child-centred drr acknowledges that 
adults have a responsibility to protect children 
and address their needs, it also fosters the 
agency of children and recognizes the role of 
children as powerful ‘agents of change’ in their 
communities and beyond. Child participation 
is the process of engaging children in issues 
that affect their lives and the development of 
the communities in which they live. Barriers to 
participation in south asia include cultural norms 
and social exclusion. Creating scope for children 
to take part in interventions that relate to them, 
such as drr and CCa, is the responsibility of 
parents, adults and duty-bearers. once children 
become active participants, it becomes the 
responsibility of adults and duty-bearers to 
support them in executing child-centred drr 
and CCa. Child-centred organizations in asia 
have developed minimum standards for how 
to consult and engage children (inter-agency 
Working Group on Children’s Participation, 
2007). saarC’s 2011 Framework for the 

Care, Protection and Participation of Children 
in disasters recognizes the value of involving 
children in drr by embracing participation as 
one of its ten priorities for action.

it is important to understand that children are 
not a homogenous group. age, gender and 
(dis)abilities are key features that determine 
their vulnerabilities and capacities. Whereas 
vulnerabilities dominate in the early stages of a 
child’s life, capacities become prominent during 
adolescence. age-sensitive planning and a life-
cycle approach, proposed in the new human 
development report (Malik, k., 2014), would go 
a long way to address the needs of specific sub-
groups of children, including new-born, young 
children, adolescents and youth.

at the community level, child rights 
organizations have involved people with 
disabilities in child-centred drr by giving them 
a role in raising awareness and by seeking 
their advice when designing risk assessments, 
early warning systems, shelter management 
and livelihood support. such activities aim at 1) 
sensitizing drr stakeholders to the capacities 
of children with disabilities, 2) Providing 
specialized services, such as counselling 
and rehabilitation support, to ensure the 
participation of differently abled people, and 3) 
Guaranteeing that people with disabilities have 
access to health, education and employment 
opportunities. not only during evacuation, but 
also when accessing social services and taking 
part in drr and CCa, people with disabilities 
might require special assistance. inclusive drr 
must give all children – irrespective of age, 
sex, ethnicity, language and abilities – equal 
opportunities to participate in community 
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action according to their capacity. the point 
is to ensure children reach their full potential 
according to their developmental stage.

Children and youth have often played a key 
role in identifying risk, communicating risk, 
mobilizing resources and addressing key 
challenges in creative ways (Back et al., 2009). 
the strength of child-centred drr is that it 
addresses perceived problems, capitalizes on 
local knowledge and resources, and empowers 
children and youth to take action30. Participation 

30 one of the most powerful examples of the potential of 
child-centred drr took place in santa Paz, a community 
in southern leyte province in the Philippines. here 
children successfully lobbied for the relocation of their 
school from a landslide-prone area, despite opposition 
from some sections of their society. the new school 
was designed to be flood and earthquake resistant and 
students planted trees in the perimeter to minimise the 
danger of landslide. a rainwater-harvesting system was 
installed as well as toilets for every classroom so it could 
be used as shelter during emergencies. Following the 
relocation of the school, there was an increase in the 
overall academic performance of the pupils (Plan uk, 
2010, p. 24-25).

is exactly what has allowed south asia to play 
a critical role in advancing child-centred drr. 
in Bangladesh, children were granted the right 
to participate in union disaster Management 
Committees based on their valuable contribution 
at local level (Plan uk, 2010, p. 20). Collective 
learning and empowerment through focus group 
discussions, community mapping, participatory 
videos, drawing competitions, educational 
songs, social theatre and public debates have 
characterized child-centred drr interventions 
in the region (see for instance unisdr & Plan, 
2012). While some actions focus on protecting 
children and their communities, other actions 
aim at influencing peers, parents and duty-
bearers and ultimately transforming their 
environment. illustration 4 below presents 
various levels of child agency and potential 
impacts. 

the most positive experiences from 
community-based and child-centred drr 
include participatory hazard-vulnerability-
capacity assessments and risk management 
action plans. exploring the linkages between 
Child Friendly Cities and unisdr’s global 

Source: Back et al., 2009, p. 39.

iLLuStRAtion 4: LEVELS oF ChiLD AGEnCY AnD PotEntiAL iMPACtS

Scale of 
Ambition 
and 
Potential 
impact

Degree of child "agency" or leadership

knowledge Voice action-
Protect

action-
influence

action-
transform

i am helping to change 
policies that affect me, 
my community and my 

country

i am writing to make 
my community less 
vulnerable in future

i am influencing the 
way my community 

protects itself

i am helping 
to protect my 
community

i am speaking 
out on  

disaster risk

i am learning about 
disasters and how 

to stay safe
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campaign ‘Making Cities resilient – My City is 
Getting ready’ to enhance child-friendly and 
resilient cities seems straight forward. Whereas 
Child Friendly Cities aim at promoting the 
realization of child rights through participatory 
structures and activities, the ‘Making Cities 
resilient’ campaign seeks government 
commitment to ten essential actions to reduce 
disaster risk. these actions include investing 
more in drr, preparing and sharing risk 
assessments, ensuring early warning systems 
are in place, and protecting ecosystems to 
reduce floods, cyclones and storm surges. 
Combining these approaches would allow 
governments to shift attention from rural to 
urban settings while simultaneously reducing 
risks for children31. 

the spread of cellphones, internet and social 
media to practically every village, town and 
community in south asia has created new 
opportunities to pursue participatory action 
and exchanges at a hitherto unseen scale. 
Participatory action is no longer bound by time 
and space and new approaches and alliances 
can be shaped in cyberspace with peers from 
other countries and regions.

apart from the immediate benefits in children’s 
lives and communities at risk, children are likely 
to take the acquired knowledge and skills with 
them into later life. in other words, child-centred 
drr is a long-term investment in the adults of 
tomorrow.

5.2 – Life skills education

Behaviour change is an important aspect 
of drr and CCa. While participatory action 
addresses the process of learning, life skills 
education deals with the contents. teaching 
children practical life skills has stimulated human 
development and helped children cope with 
disasters32. this is particularly true for life-saving 

31 For more information on Child-friendly Cities please see: 
www.childfriendlycities.org/. For more information on 
Making Cities resilient please see: www.unisdr.org/
campaign/resilientcities/.

32 uniCeF defines ‘life skills’ as psychosocial abilities for 
adaptive and positive behaviour that enable individuals 
to deal effectively with the demands and challenges 
of everyday life. ‘Life skills education’ is a structured 

skills such as first aid, tree climbing, hygiene 
promotion and disease prevention.

the environment has often mobilized children 
to take action – also in relation to climate 
change. Children and youth are, generally 
speaking, keen to protect the natural habitat and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, including 
their own carbon footprint. in communities 
in south asia, tree planting and sustainable 
farming have countered deforestation, soil 
erosion, overgrazing and desertification; 
mangrove protection has reduced flood risk; 
recycling and community clean-up campaigns 
have reduced littering; and sustainable energy 
has reduced air and water pollution.

Swimming is an example of an important 
life skill that is being promoted in the region. 
even with the limited data available, drowning 
is a leading cause of death among children 
in low- and middle-income countries in asia 
(Michael linnan et al., 2012). one programme 
in Bangladesh showed a remarkable 80 per 
cent reduction in drowning deaths among 
children attending ‘swim for life’ lessons in day 
care centres, reinforcing the many benefits of 
early childhood education. another programme 
found that drowning death rates were reduced 
by more than 90 per cent among children 4 
years and older who learned survival swimming 
skills.33 although we still need to better 
understand the effectiveness of swimming in 
disaster situations, it is a ‘no-regret’ intervention 
that has life-saving potential in future flooding 
events and tropical storms.34

programme of needs- and outcomes-based participatory 
learning that aims to increase positive and adaptive 
behaviour by assisting individuals to develop and practise 
psycho-social skills that minimize risk factors and 
maximize protective factors. For more information please 
see: http://www.unicef.org/lifeskills/index_7308.html.

33 uniCeF website accessed on 10 June 2015. available at: 
http://www.unicef.org/protection/vietnam_62495.html.

34 Wide-spread (over)reporting of drowning deaths during 
tsunamis, cyclones, flooding or ferry accidents has 
shaped the common (mis)conception that disasters are 
a leading cause of drowning in asia. although disasters 
have resulted in mass drowning of thousands of children 
– notably in aceh in indonesia during the indian ocean 
tsunami in 2004 – such cases are rare and their share 
of the total number of drowning deaths insignificant 
(Michael linnan et al., 2012, p. 40).
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5.3 – School Safety

While our understanding of drowning in 
disasters is incomplete, there is no doubt 
that unsafe schools have fatal consequences. 
thousands of pupils and teachers have lost 
their lives in collapsing school buildings during 
earthquakes in the region. schools that do 
withstand natural hazards have often been 
used as emergency shelters and education 
suspended during the initial phase of an 
emergency. Whereas education provides a 
sense of normalcy for children in emergencies, 
disrupted education exposes school goers to 
increased risk of violence, abuse, exploitation 
and neglect. so the opportunity costs of 
unsafe schools go far beyond the value of the 
destroyed buildings.

the importance of schools in emergencies is 
not the only reason why school safety figures 
prominently in child-centred drr. other 
reasons include: a) school children spend a 
substantial part of their lives in school buildings 
for which reason protective action is essential, 
b) Participatory action and life-skills education 
frequently take place in classrooms, including 
child-centred drr and CCa, c) schools often 
serve as community centers and are convenient 
places for advocacy and public education, 
and d) schools are sometimes the only public 
place where girls congregate and an important 
location for outreach.35 all of the above reasons 
explain why the education sector continues to 
play a lead role in the evolution of the theory and 
practice of child-centred drr.

at the global level, the World disaster Campaign 
2006-2007 with the slogan ‘disaster risk 
reduction Begins at school’ says it all. the inter-
agency network for education in emergencies 
(inee) has also played an important role in 
integrating drr in emergency preparedness and 
response. education in emergency programmes 
and inee’s Minimum Standards for Education 
Preparedness, Response and Recovery 
(2010) have advanced drr, while large-scale 
earthquake disasters in Pakistan, China and 

35 non-formal and out-of-school education should also be 
given priority in order to reach the millions of children in 
asia who receive little or no schooling.

haiti with thousands of school students killed 
increased the urgency of doing so.36 education 
sector approaches such as education for all, 
education for sustainable development and 
Child-Friendly schools have proven equally 
adaptive to child-centred drr and CCa.37

the Comprehensive School Safety framework 
was developed by child-centred organizations 
in asia – notably uniCeF, unesCo, save the 
Children and Plan international - and introduced 
at aMCdrr-5 in indonesia in 2012 and at the 
Global Platform for drr in 2013. in 2014, the 
Comprehensive school safety framework was 
endorsed by ministers attending aMCdrr-6 in 
thailand and elevated to the global level. the 
goals of the framework are to protect learners 
and education workers from death, injury 
and harm in schools, to plan for educational 
continuity in the face of all expected hazards 
and threats, to safeguard education sector 
investments and to strengthen risk reduction and 
resilience through education. the three pillars 
of the framework and their interrelations are 
presented in illustration 5 below.

the government of india is implementing a national 
School Safety Programme targeting 8,600 
schools. the demonstration project is implemented 
by ndma in partnership with the ministry of human 
resource development, state/union territory 
governments and national and international agencies 
in 43 districts of 22 states/union territories of the 
country falling in seismic zone iv & v. activities 
include drafting a national school safety policy, 
implementing structural retrofitting and non-structural 
mitigation measures in selected schools, developing 
school disaster risk management plans, training 
engineers and teachers, and conducting mock drills 
and awareness raising activities.38

36 For more information on inee please see: www.ineesite.org.

37 For more information on education for sustainable 
development please see: http://www.unesco.org/new/
en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/
education-for-sustainable-development/. For more 
information on Child Friendly schools please see: http://
www.unicef.org/cfs/index_19.htm.

38 For more information on india’s national school safety 
Programme please see: www.ndma.gov.in/en/ongoing-
programmes/school-safety-project.html.
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iLLuStRAtion 5: thE thREE PiLLARS oF thE CoMPREhEnSiVE 
SChooL SAFEtY FRAMEWoRK

Source: UNISDR and Global Alliance for DRR & Resilience, 2014.

in saarC’s post-2015 drr roadmap for the 
region, the organization adopts the notion of 
‘home-to-home safety’, going beyond safety 
within the school premises. the notion suggests 
incorporating the protection of children from not 
only natural hazards but also of other threats they 
are exposed to in their journey to and from school 
such as road accidents, fire accidents, health risks 
and physical exploitation (saarC, 2014 p. 15).

the decisive goal of all education sector 
initiatives is to ensure that national education 
policies, plans and programmes become risk-
informed and that educational departments and 
schools pay adequate attention to natural and 
man-made hazards in view of local peculiarities.

5.4 – Partnerships

the complexity of drr and climate change 
is too large for any one organization to tackle 
alone. Preventing disasters requires public 
and private agencies to work together across 
traditional boundaries. only in this way will 
it be possible to conduct comprehensive 
risk assessments, establish people-oriented 
early warning systems, run inclusive national 
Platforms for drr, implement awareness 
raising campaigns, address urban risk 
management and effectively pursue resource 
mobilization. new partnerships have become a 
defining feature of drr and CCa.
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the following examples present two types of 
drr partnerships that have demonstrated their 
value in the region. the Children in a Changing 
Climate Coalition was initially a global alliance of 
child-centred organizations working on drr and 
climate change that has mushroomed to regional 
and national levels in a number of south asian 
countries. the nepal risk reduction Consortium 

since 2007, the Children in a Changing Climate Coalition has hosted events, disseminated research 
and highlighted the importance of child-centred drr and CCa. the coalition comprises one un agency 
(uniCeF), one research institution (institute of development studies at the university of sussex) and three 
ngos (Plan international, save the Children and World vision). since the Fourteenth annual Conference of 
the Parties (CoP-14) in 2008 and the third global Conference on drr in 2011, the coalition has been present 
at international climate change and drr events. key advocacy tools include the Children’s Charter for DRR 
(2011) and more recently a brochure on Children in a Post 2015 DRR Framework.39 

in asia, the coalition worked together in preparation for the international day for disaster reduction in 
2011, followed by amCdrr-5 in 2012, amCdrr-6 in 2014 and the third World Conference on drr in 2015 by 
pursuing joint advocacy and streamlining programmatic approaches. at asian ministerial Conferences on 
drr, the coalition coordinated input to the Yogyakarta and Bangkok Declarations and produced separate 
annexes on behalf of child-centred organizations, children and youth. these statements have proven to be 
effective advocacy tools towards governments in the region.

is a country-specific partnership backed by 
international agencies that seeks to overcome 
the challenges in reducing disaster risk in nepal. 
While the Children in a Changing Climate Coalition 
focuses specifically on child-centred drr and 
CCa, the nepal risk reduction has integrated 
school safety into a broader drr agenda. Both 
partnerships have the potential to be replicated at 
the regional level and in towns, sub-national regions 
and the national level in individual countries.

the nepal Risk Reduction Consortium is a unique partnership between humanitarian agencies, 
development agencies and international financial institutions that seeks to reduce nepal’s vulnerability to 
natural hazards. the consortium was formed in 2009 to support the government in developing a long-term 
drr action plan based on the National Strategy for Disaster Risk Management. the founding members of 
the Consortium were adB, iFrC, undP, oCha, unisdr and the World Bank. in 2010, the us government and 
eCho joined the consortium followed by dFid in 2011. Based on government priorities and multi-stakeholder 
consultations, the Consortium identified the following five flagship areas of immediate action for drr in nepal:

FLAGSHIP 1: school and hospital safety in the kathmandu valley. 
FLAGSHIP 2: emergency preparedness and response capacity. 
FLAGSHIP 3: Flood management in the koshi river basin. 
FLAGSHIP 4: integrated community-based drr/management. 
FLAGSHIP 5: Policy/institutional support for disaster risk management.

the Consortium has been successful in establishing a common framework for drr in the country and has 
successfully mobilized millions of dollars for risk reduction. nepal has become known as a global leader in 
drr. and yet, the gorkha earthquake in april 2015 revealed that the country still has a long way to go before it 
is ‘earthquake-proof’. despite school safety being a priority in the first flagship programme, less than 300 out 
of more than 33,000 schools have been retrofitted to date.40

39 additional papers are listed in the list of references.
40 For more information on the nrrC please see: http://un.org.np/coordinationmechanism/nrrc.



at the third World Conference on drr in 
March 2015, the Sendai framework for DRR 
2015-2030 was adopted as a successor to the 
Hyogo Framework of Action. this new global 
policy framework for drr incorporates key 
features of child-centred drr. not only does it 
favour participation of all of society, it also sees 
children and youth as agents of change. the 
Sendai Framework proposes integration of a 
gender, age, disability and cultural perspective 
into policies and practices and calls for 
disaggregated data, including by sex, age and 
disability (un, 2015, p. 10). it supports inclusive 
social protection systems and accessible social 
services, including child health, nutrition and 
education:

“to strengthen the design and implementation of 
inclusive policies and social safety-net mechanisms, 
including through community involvement, integrated 
with livelihood enhancement programmes, and 
access to basic health-care services, including 
maternal, newborn and child health, sexual and 
reproductive health, food security and nutrition, 
housing and education, towards the eradication 
of poverty, to find durable solutions in the post-
disaster phase and to empower and assist people 
disproportionately affected by disasters (un, 2015, p. 
16).

CONCLUSION

“Children and youth are agents of 
change and should be given the space 
and modalities to contribute to DRR, in 
accordance with legislation, national 
practice and educational curricula”  

(UN, 2015, p. 20).

since the Sendai Framework for DRR 2015-2030 
is likely to guide global drr efforts in the next 
15 years, it is important to analyze how the eight 
approaches of child-centred drr proposed in 
this paper is aligned to the Sendai Framework. 
table 4 shows how well the eight approaches 
of child-centred drr contribute to the four 
priority actions of the Sendai Framework and 
vice versa. in order to visually depict the degree 
of correlation between various combinations, 
a dark shade of green indicates a high level of 

correlation, a medium shade of green medium 
level correlation, and a light shade of green low 
level of correlation.

although the assessment of the degree of 
correlation is debatable, the matrix suggests 
that the eight approaches of child-centred 
drr is in line with the Sendai Framework for 
DRR: a child-centred risk assessment clearly 
contributes to understanding disaster risk, while 
social protection for children contributes to 
strengthening risk governance, and safeguarding 
child infrastructure and protecting children in 
emergencies are critical to enhance disaster 
preparedness. the matrix also shows that child-
centred drr needs a better understanding of 
disaster risk and of investing in drr in order to 
effectively strengthen disaster risk governance 
and enhance disaster preparedness. in other 
words: apart from being desirable on its own, 
child-centred drr has the capacity to advance 
global drr priorities with a focus on the 
youngest segments of the populations.
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the following three concluding statements 
summarize and reiterates why child-centred 
drr in south asia needs to be scaled up.

1) Children and child rights must be factored 
into DRR and CCA in South Asia in order 
to take population figures, special needs, 
legal obligations and policy support into 
consideration.

600 million children in south asia cannot be 
ignored. the fact that children typically represent 
about half of the disasters casualties in the 
region highlights their special vulnerabilities. 
Children are directly affected by deaths 
and injuries, and indirectly affected by child 
development issues exacerbated by secondary 
disasters and climate change. Without 
concerted action, millions of children will remain 
vulnerable to compounding risk factors such as 
collapsing critical infrastructure, water scarcity, 
communicable diseases, malnutrition, and poor 
social services.

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
binds governments in south asia to uphold 
children’s rights to survival, clean water, 
food, health, sanitation, shelter, education 

and protection at all times – including during 
disasters. regionally, the SAARC Convention 
on Regional Arrangements on the Promotion 
of Child Welfare in South Asia and the SAARC 
Social Charter also place strong emphasis on 
the promotion of the rights and wellbeing of 
children. apart from legal requirements, school 
safety and child-centred drr enjoy wide-spread 
political support from governments in south asia 
who pilot new drr and CCa approaches, invest 
in safe schools, improve access to quality social 
services and promote life skills education.

2) Child-centred DRR is an evolving concept 
that offers a good starting point for 
governments and communities in South Asia 
to effectively scale up DRR and CCA.

Child-centred drr is a new concept that has 
gained popularity during the last decade. drr 
in education was instrumental to highlighting 
children’s role in disaster prevention and 
mitigation and continues to play a leading role in 
child-centred drr. one recent example is the 
formulation of the Comprehensive school safety 
framework that was adopted by ministers in 
asia at aMCdrr-6 and elevated to global level. 
it provides a common framework for school 
safety across the region.

understanding 
disaster risk

strengthening 
disaster risk 
governanCe

investing in drr enhanCing 
disaster 

PreParedness

vulnerability reduction

Child-centred risk assessment XXX XX (x) XX

safeguarding Child infrastructure X XX (x) XXX

Protecting Children in emergencies X XX (x) XXX

social Protection for Children (x) XXX XX (x)

Capacity development

Participatory action (x) XX (x) (x)

life skills education (x) XX (x) XX

school safety X XX (x) XX

Partnerships X XX XX XX

tABLE 4: ChiLD-CEntRED DRR AnD thE SEnDAi FRAMEWoRK FoR DRR 
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at the community level, child-centred drr 
covers multiple sectors with a strong emphasis 
on child participation. the strength of child-
centred drr is precisely that it addresses 
perceived problems, capitalizes on local 
knowledge and resources, and empowers 
children and youth to take action. numerous 
examples exist of children acting as agents 
of change by identifying risk, communicating 
risk, mobilizing resources and addressing key 
challenges in creative ways. apart from the 
immediate benefits in children’s lives and 
communities at risk, children are likely to take 
the acquired knowledge and skills with them 
into later life. Child-centred drr is in other 
words a long-term investment in the adults of 
tomorrow.

inclusive drr must give all children – 
irrespective of age, sex, ethnicity, language and 
abilities – equal opportunities to participate in 
community action according to their capacities. 
Balancing participation with protection is critical 
for successful child-centred drr. adults play 
an important role in facilitating or supervising 
children and by providing incentives, resources 
and political commitment to scaling up child-
centred drr.

3) Coping with disaster and climate risks in 
South Asia calls for new partnerships at all 
levels to successfully counter the challenge.

recurring disasters show that governments 
and communities in south asia have a long 
way to go before they have full capacity to deal 
with the increasing level of disaster and climate 
risks. these risks impact millions of children 
every day in innumerable ways and present 
real challenges to the realization of child rights 
across the region. in isolation, children, schools, 
communities and governments will not be able 
to effectively counter the challenge. 

new partnerships have become a defining 
feature of drr and CCa. alliances across 
traditional boundaries are critical to better 
combine humanitarian action and development, 
drr and CCa, and community-based and 
child-centred approaches. these partnerships 
are visible at all levels and play an essential 
role in enhancing resilience in communities in 
south asia. since natural hazards and climate 
change don’t respect political borders, drr 
and CCa have a regional dimension. the new 
partnership between saarC and uniCeF aims 
at strengthening the collaboration between 
national and regional stakeholders concerned 
with children and child rights. 
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