
In many nations in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America 
and Asia, coastal communities are facing increased 
risks from climate change and extreme climate events. 
Effectively preparing for these risks requires proactive 
and inclusive approaches that cater for specific spatial 
and social contexts. 

With a focus on the Global South, PRIMED is working 
to create a network of communication and action to 
enhance the resilience and sustainability of coastal 
communities in the Global South. 

By deepening human connections 
and harnessing local innovation, 
SOCIAL NETWORKS can help to 
identify local needs, facilitate the 
exchange of knowledge and 
information, support mutual learning, 
and ultimately increase preparedness 
to extreme events.

In March 2021, we held a workshop with international 
constituents to discuss how PRIMED’s research can 
become more useful for people in other parts of the 
world, and to learn about additional practices and 
processes that could inform our work.

Harnessing the power of local innovation to enhance the resilience and 
sustainability of coastal communities in the Global South.

Being prepared for disaster
Report on an international virtual workshop held in March 2021

To start the workshop we presented a PRIMED case 
study on social innovation and preparedness in the 
Weija-Gbawe Municipal Assembly in Accra, Ghana, 
where stakeholders identified the main actors, 
actions and resources involved in flood response, 
and described the actions needed to better prepare 
for future floods.

We then had an engaging discussion about 
resilience in different contexts during which several 
strong insights emerged. We describe these insights, 
and their implications for PRIMED, on the pages that 
follow.

Workshop participants included staff from the 
Weija-Gbawe Municipal Assembly and the National 
Disaster Management Organisation (NADMO), and 
researchers and practitioners from the Universities of 
Nairobi, Cape Town, East Anglia, Manchester and 
Newcastle, the Tyndall Centre, the Living Deltas 
Hub, the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, and 
Mercy Corps.

Hurricane Sandy aftermath in Haiti. Photo: UN Photo/Logan Abassi
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With workshop participants representing a wide range of geographies and challenges, the discussions 
elucidated a number of high-level, cross-context insights about disaster preparedness.

Key insights from the workshop discussions

Apply a strong and context-specific focus on information
From Brazil to Ghana to the Caribbean, the same message was repeated: warnings about extreme events are 
not dependable enough. Forecasts that arrive too late, have too little information, don’t reach the right people, 
or are simply inaccurate, compromise effective actions. Therefore, when working to enhance preparedness, 
one should apply a strong focus on information, and consider the following:

Can you capture more information?
Consider whether you can encourage people on the ground to act as ‘citizen scientists’, using their 
smartphones to capture images of what is happening in the local context. This visual information can be shared 
around to aid preparations and help people to truly comprehend what is happening. But importantly, the visuals 
can also be aggregated to help learn from past events and inform decision making for future events. 

In our work in Ghana we’ve heard how people share photographs and videos of floods within their personal 
networks. In her 2019 review Linda See demonstrates how in other parts of the world, when citizen scientists 
record and share information during and after floods, and assist with the development and validation of flood 
models, crowdsourcing can contribute to early warning systems and build community resilience.

Which information channels 
are best?
Instead of disseminating information in a wide and 
untargeted fashion, investigate whether there are 
specific channels and technologies (e.g., social 
media vs. official channels) that different groups of 
people use for communication. Also explore 
whether there are particular individuals or 
organisations who can play key and effective 
knowledge broker roles, accessing information from 
multiple sources and sharing it with the right people 
at the right times. Lastly, explore whether working 
through digital channels can help to prevent the 
information gatekeeping that can arise through 
politics and the presence of too many 
intermediaries. 

In small islands in the Caribbean, key brokers 
help to understand how people interact with coral 
reefs and how governance works across islands 

and communities. 

A social network analysis done by the Future of 
Reefs in Changing Environment (FORCE) project 
revealed the importance of brokers that connect 
coral-reef users with the decision making bodies 

and information networks to which users are 
typically not well connected. 

Not all brokers were considered to be effective, 
but users explained that those that were effective 

helped them to feel more able to participate in 
decision making.

What information?
Consider what kind of information will influence 
people’s decision making and lead to action. 
Forecasts alone are not sufficient. It is also 
important to communicate (either during 
awareness-raising programmes or as part of early 
warning systems) the possible impacts of the 
hazard and response options available. Ensure that 
the information you share is understandable in 
terms of its language and detail. 

A fisher in Barbados. Photo: Desmond Brown/IPS
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Key actions in RESPONSE to floods 

When information flow is not the (primary) problem
In some circumstances, such as those experienced by refugees and displaced people, information flow is not 
the barrier to preparedness. Instead, a lack of resources and alternatives still leaves people unable to act and 
mitigate risk. In other instances, informed people with alternatives might still knowingly act in contrast to the 
available information (e.g., build houses in flood-prone areas). In these situations it is worth considering 
whether you can reduce vulnerability (e.g., through enhanced design) even if you cannot reduce exposure. 

Focus on getting people 
to work together
In almost all situations, preparing for disasters 
requires multiple stakeholders and organisations 
to work together, whether to generate and share 
information, provide and distribute resources, or 
aid in rescue and recovery. New platforms can be 
created, or existing platforms used in innovative 
ways, to facilitate the formation and effectiveness 
of multi-stakeholder groups, and ensure that these 
groups can capture and build on knowledge from 
past events. It is also important to consider the 
incentives (data, return on investments) that will 
encourage stakeholders to engage in the process 
and help them recognise the benefits to 
considering disaster risks in their planning 
processes.

Consider the whole system
When trying to improve resilience in an area, it is 
important to consider the system holistically. 

This means working across landscapes and 
administrative boundaries, understanding the 
governance, economic and ecological systems, and 
understanding the outcomes of steps taken historically 
to improve resilience. 

Also, work to understand not only how people prepare 
for extreme events, but how they recover from them. 
This contextual understanding can reveal the root 
causes and drivers of vulnerability and exposure, and 
help highlight the measures needed for enhanced 
resilience.

In both Kenya and the Caribbean, smartphone 
apps have been developed to communicate 
disasters to communities. Having a target 

audience in mind for the app is crucial. 

Similar to PRIMED’s work in Ghana, 
organisations are working in the coastal zones 
in Indonesia to map climate impacts across the 

landscape and look at the different roles, 
networks, mandates, and key contextual 

issues. 

Woman and child walk through the flood waters in east Jakarta, 
Indonesia. Photo: Hendra A Setyawan

Destruction from Typhoon Haiyan. Photo: Ariel Javellana
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PRIMED’s work is supported by the UK 
Research and Innovation’s Global 

Challenges Research Fund.
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Website: https://primed-network.com/

What’s next for PRIMED?
● We are working with the District Disaster Management Committee in the Weija-Gbawe Municipal 

Assembly in Accra, Ghana to figure out how best to use our funds to support their work. As part of this 
we will also explore digital options for sharing information with different groups of people, and 
investigate the possible barriers and enablers for land-use planning to achieve reduced flood 
exposure.

● Thus far we’ve used social network analyses to understand stakeholders and the connections 
between them; but we now want to better understand the disconnections to identify the groups in the 
communities that lack social capital and are thus less able to respond to disasters. We will also 
explore how to best use social network analysis to target information sharing at those who play key 
organisational roles.

● We will work to promote social networks and safety nets as a core characteristic of disaster readiness 
and recovery, and aim to develop a collaboration toolkit that can support disaster risk reduction in all 
contexts.

● FInally, we are exploring options to expand our work to a South African case study.

PRIMED is a collaborative project led by the Institute for Environment and Sanitation Studies, of the 
University of Ghana, in partnership with University of Manchester (UK) and the University of Cape Town 

(South Africa), linked to a wider network of researchers across the world.
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