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Increasing specific 
resilience 

• Being able to manage a specific risk 

• Prevention: design out risks and vulnerability 

• Preparation: reduce the likelihood of the 
threat emerging or impacting you 

• Response: respond quickly and effectively to 
minimize damage 

• Recovery: bounce back, bounce forward (learn 
and improve for next time) 

 



Two main approaches to 
reducing specific risks 

1. Reduce physical exposure to a given risk 

• Eg Build shaded areas, flood levies, walls 
to keep risk at bay 

• Eg Install early warning system or stay 
out of danger zones 

• Eg Put fires out if they start 

 

2. Reduce sensitivity to a given risk (how much it 
affects you) 

• Eg Increase knowledge and skills for 
responding to emergencies  

• Eg Reduce lock in, increase options – eg 
alternative transport routes & modes 

• Eg Secure resources - water storage, off-
grid electricity source 

• Eg Take out insurance  
 

 



The case of the 
2010-2011 SE 
Australia floods 



The physical event itself 
Was exceptionally widespread & long lasting: 

• Local rain impacts Qld, NSW, Vic  

• Water flows widespread throughout MDB 

• Meant emergency services were over-stretched, 
recovery options constrained 

 



Flow-on effects shaped by 
land use 
• Biophysical (erosion, mud and 

turbidity, salinity, pollution, weeds…)  

• Disruptions – eg to energy and 
transport infrastructure  

• Economics costs - $ billions recovery 
and lost revenue 



Compounding impacts 
 

Impacts worsened by sensitivities to 
flood right along the food supply chain: 
food production, transportation, retail 
and consumers… 

 

Rockhampton’s narrow reliance on a 
few suppliers with inflexible sources 
and a heavy dependence on roads 
meant that food insecurity was widely 
experienced (Smith and Lawrence 
2014). 
 

 



Four risks of  
Specific Resilience  

approaches 



1. That ill-considered 
responses generate 
injustices and 
unsustainable solutions 

 
• Over-riding due process, social 

participation, local needs, local 
capacities and efforts 

 

• Bouncing back when you need to 
“bounce forward” 

 

 

 
Crises should be addressed without falling into the trap of “crisis talk” or 
assuming a permanent crisis mode…. Acute crisis policies have rarely led to 
sustainable solutions so far; they were driven more by the wish to find a short-
cut out of the problem. 

Haase et al (2018) 



2. Lack of discussion about who 
and what is prioritised and why 

 

Who or what is implicitly being 
asked to sacrifice their interests? 

 

• Eg If the resilience of 
Community X is the goal: 

• What about other 
communities? 

• What about smaller 
groups? 

• What about larger groups 
and areas?  
 

 

 

Taking care with trade-offs  
• Acknowledge, discuss, negotiate 
• Share responsibilities, costs 
• Search for co-benefits, synergies 

 



3. Resilience to what? What threats are left out of view? 

• The world is becoming more complex, uncertain, unpredictable – 
need to be “ready for anything” 

 

 



Becoming too resilient to 
one threat (e.g. drought) 
does not leave you just 
unprepared for other 
things (e.g. flood, 
economic shock) – it can 
also reduce your 
resilience by using up 
resources and reducing 
your adaptability  

 

 



4. Resilience is not always positive – 
sometimes we need to transform 

 

• Resilience implies that we want to 
and should protect what exists 

• Unjust and illogical systems can be 
very resilient! 

• The issue then is not resilience, 
but overcoming lock-in 
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Generic Resilience as Fit & Thriving   
• Fitness: Strength, speed, endurance, flexibility, 

agility, courage… 

• Thriving : “kicking goals”, improving 

 



http://www.laresilience.org  

http://www.laresilience.org/


 



Generic Resilience as Sustainable Development 

• Need the basics in place: environmental sustainability, social equality 

• Address existing damage, inequities, gaps, chronic stresses, undesirable trends 

https://www.thebanksyshop.co.uk/banksy-canvas-print-beggar/  
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Climate change 
impacts 

Greenhouse 
gas 

emissions 

Land 
degradation 



Building generic 
community resilience 

• Looking after all the parts:  

• All individuals, all groups 

• Physical environment, assets 

• Looking after the positive relations within and 
beyond: 

• Equality, inclusion, kindness 

• Social networks (‘Bonding social capital’) 

• Get to know each other 

• See each other regularly 

• Build cooperation, trust 

• Shared spaces, projects, infrastructure 

• Information sharing, learning from others 
elsewhere (‘Bridging social capital’) 
 

 

 

See for example 
Daniel Aldrich’s work 



A risk of Generic Resilience 
approaches: 

 

Reification of strength, 
demonization of weakness  

 

• Resilience as the new strength 

• Individualisation of responsibility  

• Normalisation of adversity 

• Condoning of structural inequality 
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Applying resilience thinking  

• Requires appreciation of dynamic processes, connections, interactions, 
systemic effects 

• Can challenge some conventional risk management approaches – including a 
narrow focus on most likely or calculable events 

 

 

Voros (2003) 



Applying resilience 
thinking  

7 core principles 
1. Build in diversity, 

alternatives 
 

2. Build in buffers, some 
slack (v. efficiency) 
 

3. Be prepared for 
multiple and 
unexpected feedbacks 
 

4. Manage connectivity 
carefully: 

 
From Fiksel (2015) 



Applying resilience thinking  

• 7 core principles 
1. Build in diversity, alternatives 

2. Build in buffers, some slack 

3. Be prepared for multiple and unexpected feedbacks 

4. Manage connectivity carefully 

5. Foster the capacity to sense changes and learn from them (more than monitoring…) 

6. Involve those at multiple levels and situations in decision making (more than telling…) 

7. Foster responsiveness and adaptability (more than potential - actual change) 

 
see  https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2015-02-19-applying-resilience-thinking.html 
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Haworth et al. (2018) 



A risk of Resilience Thinking 
approaches: 
 
Reification of adaptability 
 
(1) In nature, resilience (as in agility, 
mobility, responsiveness) is only one 
ecological ‘life strategy’  
 

• Others include being slow, 
immobile… We need to value these 
qualities too 
 

• And, again, not demonise 
vulnerability, softness, weakness 

 

 





‘A global tragedy is unfolding in 
Tasmania. World heritage forests 
are burning; 1,000-year-old trees 
and the hoary peat beneath are 
reduced to char. Fires have already 
taken stands of king billy and pencil 
pine – the last remaining fragments 
of an ecosystem that once spread 
across the supercontinent of 
Gondwana… 
 
Unlike Australia’s eucalyptus 
forests, which use fire to 
regenerate, these plants have not 
evolved to live within the natural 
cycle of conflagration and renewal. 
If burned, they die.’  
 

Mathiesen (2016)  



 

Fire is not natural in this sort of vegetation. 
It destroys it’ - Prof. Jamie Kilpatrick, 
University of Tasmania 



[Under climate 

change] ‘We must 

no longer accept 

these annual 

wildfire events as a 

fait accompli; or as 

if part of some 

romantic view of 

Australia in a 

Dorothea 

Mackellar poem…’  

 
Lyndall Rowley,  

Tasmania Times 

 



Reification of adaptability continued: 

 

(2) Need to defend the relevance of 
precautionary principle  

And call out inappropriate uses of 
“adaptive management” 

 

Not all disasters and impacts are 
“unpredictable”! 

 

 



The scientists rejected Adani's so-called 

'adaptive management' plan to mitigate 

risks to the wetland. The method – 

essentially a learning-by-doing approach – 

was unsuitable partly because of lag times 

between mining activity and the effect on 

the springs, they said. 

 

Possible cumulative impacts to the wetland 

from other proposed coal projects have 

also not been properly considered… 

 

"If we allow Adani to drain billions of litres 

of water with this groundwater plan then we 

are effectively playing Russian roulette with 

the very existence of a million-year-old 

ecosystem," Professor Werner said. 



A resilient Earth System 



Reduced resilience – our precarious global situation 

 



The Earth functions 
as a single system 
and is beginning to 
move into an unsafe 
operating space  

Steffen et al. 2015b 



We need to 
stabilize the 
planet 

Steffen et al. (2018) 



In sum: 

• Community resilience is 
crucial! And tricky 

• It is a process and skill, not a 
thing or destination 

• It demands continual 
awareness of context 

• Continual awareness of the 
risks and limitations of any 
one approach 

• Challenging, ongoing,  
learning and shared decision 
making 
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