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Disaster risk reduction, early warning and inclusion 
 
‘Disaster risk reduction requires an all-of-society engagement and partnership. It 
also requires empowerment and inclusive, accessible and nondiscriminatory 
participation, paying special attention to people disproportionately affected by 
disasters, especially the poorest’ (United Nations International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction, 2015: 10). This is how the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 
Reduction (SFDRR) 2015-30 frames disaster risk reduction (DRR), putting 
‘inclusion’ as one of its key principles. The framework, which serves as blueprint 
for international and national policies, promotes inclusion in multiple sections of 
the overall document, including for the particular case of early warning: ‘To invest 
in, develop, maintain and strengthen people-centred multi-hazard, multisectoral 
forecasting and early warning systems’ (United Nations International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction, 2015: 21). 
 
Inclusion, however, is a tricky concept. It is easier to put forward in policy 
guidelines than to translate into practice. Inclusion entails sharing power for the 
benefit of those people who usually lack the ability to make decisions on matters 
that affect their everyday life, including having the appropriate early warning 
information and preparedness to make informed decisions when faced with 
impending and potentially harmful events. It is therefore a political process that 
often generates resistance from scientists and government agencies who have 
long been the key providers of early warning information. Nonetheless, inclusion 
in DRR requires genuine people’s participation, especially from people at the 
margins of society who prove the most vulnerable in facing hazards and disasters, 
hence those who most need appropriate early warning. 
 
Why should early warning be inclusive? 
 
Providing early warning of potentially harmful events has long been a matter of 
sharing scientific knowledge to those people who may be affected. It has been a 
largely technocratic and top-down process handled by scientists and filtered by 
government agencies and officials (Wisner et al., 2012). Over the past decade and 
a half, since the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami especially, the main challenge has 
been claimed to be improvement in the ‘last mile’ of the chain of actions designed 
to ultimately reach people on the ground (Thomalla et al., 2009). 
 
However, such an approach to issuing early warning still assumes that the signal 
has to come from the top down or from beyond those who may be harmed by the 
impending hazard, which is at odds with the SFDRR call for early warning to be 
inclusive and people-centred. In consequence, it has been argued that the last 
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mile should rather be the ‘first mile’, hence transferring leadership to local people 
in designing relevant early warning systems (Kelman and Glantz, 2014). 
 
Fostering the inclusion of local people, including the most marginalised, in 
designing early warning systems requires a recognition that they are 
knowledgeable of both local contexts and hazards as well of their concerns and 
priorities that guide their decisions in dealing with impending natural hazards. This 
means that those who are in need of early warning are not helpless victims. They 
display a wide range of capacities that include skills, knowledge and resources 
(Wisner et al., 2012). 
 
Inclusive early warning: challenges and opportunities 
 
The main challenge then is to make sure that the last and first miles come together 
and provide an inclusive and integrated approach to early warning for DRR based 
on every stakeholders’ knowledge and concerns. 
 
In many instances, though, forcing the integration of different approaches is 
difficult. This is particularly true in regards to local, sometimes indigenous or 
traditional, knowledge and scientific and/or external knowledge that are both very 
valuable in designing early warning (Mercer et al., 2010). Each relies on different 
worldviews and epistemologies often difficult to pull together. It seems more 
sensible to encourage co-existence, rather than integration, of different forms of 
knowledge. This entails granting access to both local, including indigenous or 
traditional, and scientific and/or external knowledge to all stakeholders of early 
warning systems so that they can all make informed, collaborative decisions based 
on the largest possible array of tangible and trusted information. 
 
In addition, local people (as with scientists and government agencies) are never 
a homogenous group of individuals sharing, requiring or trusting the same form 
of early warning information. They all have distinct vulnerabilities and capacities 
that reflect their own positions within society and unique experiences of their 
environments (Wisner et al., 2012). It is therefore essential to consider local 
people in their diversity, especially those who stand at the margin of society and 
combine different forms of vulnerabilities, such as older people with disabilities 
and children from ethnic minorities. 
 
However, in many societies, fostering inclusion of the most marginalised people 
for designing early warning systems may require challenges to existing cultural 
norms and values (Gaillard and Fordham, 2018). Yet, DRR, as emphasised in the 
SFDRR, needs to be as culturally sensitive as it is inclusive. This tension between 
the moral imperative to address the concerns of the most vulnerable and 
respecting traditions is complex and context-specific and needs to be carefully 
thought through when designing inclusive early warning systems. A balance needs 
to be struck between respect for local culture and local people’s inclusion. 
 
Ultimately, all foregoing challenges call for local people’s inclusion in early warning 
to avoid a silo. It is not enough to work only with one specific group of people 
such as older individuals, indigenous people or children, as this does not address 
the unequal power relations (or their inability to make informed decisions by 
themselves) that underpin their vulnerabilities and prevent recognition of their 
capacities to contribute to designing early warning systems. Inclusive early 
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warning should be a process through which scientists and government agencies, 
as well as other stakeholders of DRR such as Non-Government Organisations 
(NGOs) and international organisations amongst others, recognise and accept the 
specific vulnerabilities and capacities of local people. Meanwhile, local people 
should be able to trust information issued by scientists and government agencies. 
 
Fostering inclusion in early warning for disaster risk reduction 
 
A dialogue between all stakeholders of early warning, including local people as 
well as scientists, government agencies, NGOs and international organisations, is 
therefore essential to: 
 
1/ Ensure the latter recognise the unique vulnerabilities and capacities of the 
former—and vice versa; 
2/ Build rapport and trust so that local people’s potential contribution is recognised 
and included in designing inclusive early warning systems; 
3/ Make inclusion in early warning culturally-relevant and acceptable to all sectors 
of society. 
 
A genuine dialogue between local people dealing with natural hazards and those 
with usually more power in designing early warning systems, including scientists 
and government agencies, requires an appropriate institutional space: One that 
allows for such dialogue to occur in the first place without breaking any laws nor 
local cultural norms and values. There also need to be appropriate tools to foster 
such dialogue, allowing all stakeholders to come together and talk openly about 
early warning around the same table at the same time. Ultimately, fostering such 
dialogue requires appropriate social and political spaces. It frequently means 
challenging and developing how DRR is framed and structured. This is most often 
a long and winding journey that goes much beyond specific international and 
national policies. 
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