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Abstract. This brief communication presents the work and
objectives of the CATALYST project on “Capacity Develop-
ment for Hazard Risk Reduction and Adaptation” funded by
the European Commission (October 2011–September 2013).
CATALYST set up a multi-regional think tank covering four
regions (Central America and the Caribbean, East and West
Africa, the European Mediterranean, and South and South-
east Asia), intending to strengthen capacity development for
stakeholders involved in disaster risk reduction (DRR) and
climate change adaptation, in the context of natural hazards.
This communication concludes with a selection of recom-
mendations for capacity development in DRR and climate
change adaptation from the perspective of governance issues.

1 Project context and objectives

The CATALYST project (October 2011–September 2013),
funded by the European Commission Seventh Framework
Programme (FP7), was set up in part to address a specific
gap (Jaspers et al., 2012), a gap most recently identified by
the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) special re-
port on extreme events (IPCC, 2012) that although we have

substantial knowledge to improve the management of climate
risks, this knowledge is not taken advantage of often enough.
CATALYST follows on from earlier EU coordination ac-
tions on natural hazard risk reduction, e.g. CapHaz-Net (see
Kuhlicke et al., 2011), and is intended to strengthen capac-
ity development available to stakeholders involved in disas-
ter risk reduction (DRR) in the context of natural hazards
(see UNISDR (2009) for relevant definitions). Since many of
these hazards are driven by current and future climate vari-
ability, it also addresses climate change adaptation (CCA).
The project sought, with the support of knowledgeable re-
gional experts, to compile and analyse the best of knowledge
from four regions of the world, in order to develop knowl-
edge products useful to practitioners from diverse sectors.

CATALYST deals with natural hazards, both hydro-
meteorological (cyclones, droughts, heat waves, wildfires,
storm surges, and floods) often aggravated by climate
change, and geological hazards (earthquakes, tsunamis, and
landslides). As mentioned, the project focused on four
regions: Central America and the Caribbean, East and
West Africa, the European Mediterranean, and South and
Southeast Asia (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. The CATALYST regions (Jaspers et al., 2012).

The ultimate goal was to share and bring knowledge of
disaster risk management to bear on economic development,
water resource management, and land-use planning issues,
and to make DRR and CCA critical components of the sus-
tainability agenda (see O’Brien et al. (2008) for an expla-
nation of the importance of doing so). CATALYST adopts
the UNISDR definition of capacity development – i.e. the
process by which people, organisations and society system-
atically stimulate and develop their capability over time to
achieve social and economic goals, including through im-
provement of knowledge, skills, systems, and institutions –
within a wider social and cultural enabling environment”
(UNISDR, 2009, p. 6) – whilst placing emphasis on Alaerts
and Kaspersma’s (2010) focus on the importance of knowl-
edge production – i.e. the collation and synthesis of knowl-
edge – as a key component of capacity development. Hence,
key outputs of the project include the development of knowl-
edge products that describe best practices suitable for each of
the CATALYST regions, identify gaps in research and exist-
ing networks, and outline recommendations for how to fos-
ter capacity development to strengthen DRR/CCA in those
regions.

2 The CATALYST Think Tank

The added value of the CATALYST project is its Think Tank,
which, by the end of the project, was composed of over 120
regional experts from the four CATALYST regions. These re-
gional experts were from inter-governmental, governmental
and non-governmental organisations, the scientific commu-
nity and the private sector. They worked together with the
CATALYST project partners in a collective effort to develop
the key knowledge products and, by doing so, to ensure that
the project’s knowledge products were useful to their own
work and that of others in these regions. The chosen approach
to the selection of experts to become Think Tank members
(TTM) combined an initial stakeholder analysis (described
in Mysiak et al., 2012) and a subsequent “snowball” ap-
proach, i.e. individuals and organisations initially identified

as suitable members in the stakeholder analysis (based on
interest in cooperation, level of expertise and organisational
mandate among other criteria), and then identified further po-
tential members. In addition, as subsequent work generated
further interest, the project was able to attract more mem-
bers. It is important to note that the experts have been largely
self-selecting since there was no payment for participation
in the Think Tank. Membership, in what was often a time-
consuming process, was voluntary. The fact that this volun-
tary membership increased from around 50 to over 100 dur-
ing the lifetime of the project suggests that the project was
seen as relevant and of value to regional experts.

The CATALYST Think Tank was global in extent but re-
gional in implementation. It was not the intention of the
project to provide a “one-size-fits-all” set of knowledge prod-
ucts, nor to promote a Euro-centric view of what other re-
gions of the world may need in terms of DRR and CCA
capacity development; rather the intention was to allow re-
gional experts to define the needs and best practices of their
own region – a process for the regions, by the regions. The
participatory and expert-driven nature of the Think Tank
meant that not all hazards were treated equally and to the
same extent. CATALYST can be described as a necessarily
biased process that followed the interests of our regional ex-
perts in order to specify the hazards to be discussed in each
region, and to determine the extent to which they should
be examined. In the European Mediterranean region, the
key themes were flood, drought and earthquake risk man-
agement; in the South and Southeast Asian regions it was
floods, earthquake and tsunami risk management; in Central
America and the Caribbean the emphasis was on ecosystems-
based DRR/CCA, social vulnerability, and the follow-up to
the Hyogo Framework for Action; and in the East and West
Africa regions, the main thematic focus was on urban disas-
ter risk reduction, including floods.

Since CATALYST was not an FP7 research project, but
a coordination action, it did not seek to carry out a formal
analysis of practices to determine which were “best” and
which were not. It based its identification of best practices
on the opinions of Think Tank members based on their
own experiences, and those of the countries in which they
work. As such the project should be seen as complimentary
to, and not a replacement for, work done by organisations
such as UNISDR on analytically identifying best practices.
CATALYST was, however, aware that the very concept of
“best” depends considerably on what practice is appropriate
to the governance structure, culture and needs of a specific
country or locality (see Sect. 4). Knowing that not all best
practices would be transferable to all regions or countries,
the project ensured that information was collated in its
regional Best Practice Papers with attention to impedi-
ments to implementation and limits to the applicability
of practices described (see the four regional CATALYST
Best Practice Paper series entitled “Before Disaster Strikes:
Transformations in practice and policy”, available at:
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Figure 2. The CATALYST Think Tank process 2012–2013.

http://www.catalyst-project.eu/07public-dl.html#a08).
Additionally, the project focused on discussions on best
practices, rather on poor ones, to encourage open discussion
of experiences between experts, and through these discus-
sions the project was in a position to infer less effective or
poor practices.

2.1 Think Tank process

The Think Tank sought to catalyse both intra- and inter-
regional exchange of knowledge and ideas. As a result, the
Think Tank process – see Fig. 2 – has both multi-regional
(Think Tank members from all regions) and regional dis-
cussion processes (members work with their regional col-
leagues). Whether regionally or multi-regionally, the Think
Tank members in CATALYST are able to share and discuss
issues with each other via online discussions, regional and
multi-regional virtual meetings, interviews, face-to-face bi-
lateral meetings and regional workshops.

After an interview round with selected TTM to begin to
identify key issues within the four regions, the CATALYST
Think Tank was launched by a virtual “kick-off” meeting
of the multi-regional Think Tank, in spring 2012, permit-
ting members to exchange first experiences and to clarify
the goals of the project and their role in the Think Tank.
The process then divided into four regional sub-processes

for each of the project regions (see Fig. 2). Each regional
sub-process began with online discussions to confirm the key
thematic issues of importance to the region and to identify
initial perspectives on gaps in knowledge. These discussions
were swiftly followed by regional virtual meetings to per-
mit the Think Tank members to discuss these thematic issues
and therefore to prepare the thematic discussions to be held
at the regional workshops. Prior to the regional workshops,
two knowledge products were developed: a report on issues,
gaps and opportunities in the regions, and a report on capac-
ity development for disaster risk reduction and adaptation.
These reports were fed into regional workshops on best prac-
tices and knowledge gaps that took place between Septem-
ber 2012 and January 2013 in Italy, Ethiopia, Jamaica and
Thailand (see Fig. 3)

Based on the results of these workshops, the regional pro-
cesses concluded with a second set of regional virtual meet-
ings and bilateral meetings at international conferences, such
as the UNISDR Global Platform, the Asia Pacific Water
Summit in Chiang-Mai, and the 5th Delft Symposium on Wa-
ter Sector Capacity Development, in the Netherlands, to con-
firm the findings of the workshops and thereby support the
development of (i) the CATALYST regional workshops re-
ports, (ii) a synthesis report on best practices, research gaps
and recommendations for fostering capacity development in
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Figure 3. Some of the Think Tank members in discussion at the
CATALYST regional workshops for the European Mediterranean,
held in Italy (left), and for East and West Africa, held in Ethiopia
(right), in 2012.

the regions, and (iii) a set of best practice papers focused on
each region.

The last part of the Think Tank process has involved a
final multi-regional virtual meeting to present results, gain
feedback from TTM, and discuss the follow-up to CATA-
LYST. In addition, interviews have taken place with selected
members to gather their personal views on how policy should
be adapted to support their sector’s work in DRR/CCA, thus
contributing to the Special Report on Stakeholder Advice to
Policy Makers (Hare, 2013).

3 Capacity development recommendations emerging
from the Think Tank

As highlighted by the IPCC (2012), we often do not take ad-
vantage of our knowledge about the management of risks re-
lated to natural hazards. To be more specific, we know that
governance has a major role to play in DRR (UNISDR, 2004,
2007; ESCAP/UNISDR, 2012) and is one element of the
type of social capacities that need to be further developed
in all parts of the world in order to improve DRR (Kuhlicke
et al., 2011). The following examples of recommendations
from Think Tank members reveal different aspects of the var-
ious roles governance plays in DRR, e.g. as an enabler for the
mainstreaming of DRR and CCA into policy- and decision-
making across sectors; as a constraining factor in the type
of capacity development that is best provided at the coun-
try/local level; as a formal institutional environment for sup-
porting the re-linking of urban and rural populations as joint
actors in DRR; and as a creator of an enforcement environ-
ment that can better support the use of ecosystem services
for DRR. In future publications, the CATALYST project will
describe more recommendations by the Think Tank members
in detail.

3.1 Mainstreaming DRR and climate change
adaptation into policy frameworks

CATALYST Think Tank members are discussing ways of
fostering capacity development to support the integration

of DRR and climate change adaptation into sectoral plan-
ning activities, especially in urban land-use planning, and
ecosystem management, as well as providing alternative best
practice models on how to integrate the activities of gov-
ernment departments into mainstream DRR cross-sectorally.
The better coordination of DRR and CCA activities and
practitioners (that would, for example, support improved
inter-connectivity between disaster relief planning and long-
term climate change adaptation) is seen as very important,
but members have recommended that it should not involve
the creation of new networks. In East and West Africa,
more coordinated regional platforms and centres of excel-
lence would be useful. A further recommended approach
is to integrate DRR provisions better into National Adap-
tation Programmes of Action (so-called NAPAs: the formal
identification and communication of urgent activities and
projects needed to reduce vulnerability in the face of cli-
mate change (UNFCCC, 2001)), not dissimilar to the way
countries such as Bangladesh and Viet Nam have already in-
tegrated DRR and CCA into national development strategies
(ESCAP/UNISDR, 2012).

3.2 Avoiding the trap of unintended policy
consequences

Some Think Tank members have stressed that DRR needs
to be integrated even into sectoral planning decisions that
may appear tangential to risk reduction. One example from
the Central American and Caribbean region is the manner in
which policy decisions related to free-trade agreements that
open up small-scale farming systems to international compe-
tition can drive migration into the cities from rural areas and
lead in turn to higher social, economic and physical vulnera-
bility of those migrants now in rapidly expanding urban en-
vironments beset by natural hazards. Capacity development
needs to be aimed at policy makers across the sectors if such
indirect increases in vulnerabilities are to be taken into ac-
count during planning.

3.3 Different governance structures require tailored ca-
pacity development activities

It has been pointed out by Think Tank members that it is
often difficult to transfer best practices from one country to
another due to differences, not only in culture and language,
but also most importantly in governance structures (Jaspers
et al., 2012). This means that capacity development must ul-
timately be tailored to specific governance contexts within
a country if it is to have maximum value. Analysis under-
taken by CATALYST of training provision in the different
regions (Jaspers et al., 2012) suggests that training offers are
dominated by large, regional providers (e.g. universities or
UN bodies). If this is the case, a challenge for these regional
providers and funding agencies is how to ensure that spe-
cific country-level/local capacity development is explicitly
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provided, whilst still providing general training on DRR and
climate change adaptation. This should lead to more sophisti-
cated multi-level approaches towards DRR capacity develop-
ment policy in this area, an issue which the South and South-
east Asia members are considering.

3.4 Re-linking urban and rural communities

In order to strengthen resilience in the face of natural hazards
it is important to refashion the link between rural and urban
communities. To do so, European Mediterranean Think Tank
members, for example, have suggested that institutional ar-
rangements be set up so that urban areas provide financial
compensation for losses suffered by rural farmers as a re-
sult of floods and droughts. Additionally, green water credits
could be implemented by which water consumers like cities,
irrigated areas and drinking water companies subsidise soil
and water conservation in the watershed (e.g. in Kenya). An-
other example of suggestions is that rainwater capture in ur-
ban areas could be encouraged and used to supply nearby
agricultural areas in times of drought. These could all be con-
sidered examples of what Gutman (2007) has called the vi-
tally important “new rural-urban compact” for sustainability.

3.5 Carrots and sticks, and ecosystem services for DRR

As has been mentioned, there is an interest amongst some
Think Tank members, e.g. in the Central America and
Caribbean region, in integrating ecosystem services into
DRR, for which there are governance implications. They
have pointed out that often even when there are laws in place
to protect ecosystems such that they can support the reduc-
tion of vulnerability to natural hazards, enforcement is often
weak. Without enforcement, policy makers are left with only
half the possible management tools to choose from: incen-
tives, carrots, but no sticks (a problem noted by the Think
Tank members of the East and West Africa region as well).
Capacity development should also focus on supporting insti-
tutional and organisational development to improve enforce-
ment capabilities at the national and local level.

4 Lessons learned from running a multi-regional think
tank

A significant indicator of stakeholder confidence in the
project is the fact that Think Tank membership grew steadily
over the lifetime of the project. Its members also continued
to collaborate with the CATALYST partners until the end
of the project in the development of knowledge products,
by providing feedback on them, as well as providing back-
ground information, and even going so far as to co-author
essays (see for example, the “Best Practices Notebook for
DRR and CCA” available at:http://www.catalyst-project.eu/
07public-dl.html#a09). Given that membership was unpaid
and voluntary, the CATALYST project had to continue pro-

viding outputs of use to the members or else risk losing their
participation. Stakeholder evaluations carried out in the mid-
dle and at the end of the project confirm the positive view of
the project held by members. The clear majority of respon-
dents to the evaluations (n = 17 for the mid-term report and
n = 12 at the end of project) had read the key CATALYST
products developed so far and found them useful for their
current work. However, there have been some challenges to
face, and lessons learned.

4.1 Each tool for communication and exchange has a
different role to play

Although virtual meetings between Think Tank Members
(TTM) were not so effective for eliciting expansive knowl-
edge, they were irreplaceable as a means of maintaining
stakeholder interest in the Think Tank and for keeping up
information exchange during phases in which there were no
workshops. In the CATALYST project, it was found that on-
line discussions could not, as originally intended, play this
role that was finally taken up by virtual meetings, and went
largely unused by the TTM shortly after launch. Such discus-
sions were replaced by the convening of more virtual meet-
ings with the TTM. An online discussion forum needs both
ongoing facilitation and a great deal of stakeholder motiva-
tion in order to be maintained. The CATALYST TTM were
all volunteers working in their own time, and simultaneously,
busy in their professional work. This precluded the mainte-
nance of such a forum. More research is needed on the con-
ditions for a successful online discussion forum. In the fi-
nal virtual meeting of the CATALYST Think Tank, a TTM
suggested that moving away from a website-based forum to
an email-based one, or one with instant social media mes-
saging to alert TTM of new discussion threads and inputs,
might have improved the use of the forum (Hare and van
Bers, 2013). Finally, it is vitally important to make use of
interviews and bilateral meetings with TTM, in order to get
in-depth information and expertise from stakeholders that are
not able to be elicited from workshops or virtual meetings.
The amount of rich information that one can elicit from inter-
views is demonstrated in the Special Report on Stakeholder
Advice to Policy Makers (Hare, 2013).

4.2 There is no replacement for meeting in person

Whilst there is a temptation to rely on virtual communi-
cation for developing and maintaining networks, there can
be no substitute for creating opportunities for allowing net-
work members to meet in person, e.g. through workshops.
Such meetings create trust and bonds, and support the shar-
ing of knowledge. As a means of eliciting substantive infor-
mation from groups, they are second to none. The CATA-
LYST project organised just one workshop per region, at the
midpoint of the project, whilst making use of virtual meet-
ings, online discussions, bilateral talks, and other events to
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create and maintain the Think Tank. In future projects, those
involved in this project recommend that an additional work-
shop is organised in each region at the beginning of the
project in order to get to know the stakeholders better and
to create bonds and trust between the members at an earlier
stage.

4.3 Multi-regional virtual meetings are a great idea, but
hard to implement

It is difficult to organise a common time for a virtual meet-
ing that includes stakeholders from Central America, Eu-
rope, Africa and Asia. The different time zones do not permit
it. For CATALYST, it was therefore best to organise virtual
meetings regionally.

4.4 Starting locally and working up to the regions

It has been an issue since the beginning of the project, as
mentioned by the Think Tank and project partners, that work-
ing at the regional level (Hare and van Bers, 2013) was not
going to provide knowledge products of immediate use at
the local level (see Sect. 3). If replanning this project with
the goal of providing regional exchange of best practices rel-
evant to the local level, then CATALYST could have also
in theory started at the national level by first working with
experts from one country, gathering the state-of-the-art and
best practices there, and then selecting and working in an-
other. Once enough country-level insights are collected, then
regional exchange and synthesis could begin.

Not being able to start the project again, the CATALYST
project responded to the issue of local relevance on the one
hand by trying to expand membership of the Think Tank to
more local- or country-level experts. On the other hand, it is
also hoped that after the conclusion of the project in Septem-
ber 2013, country-specific CATALYST projects can be set up
with local stakeholders to interpret and transfer the best prac-
tices identified at the regional level by CATALYST to prac-
ticable solutions at the country/local level, with an emphasis
on adaptive governance, i.e. “the ability of governance sys-
tems to recover from shocks, making transformative change
possible“ (ESCAP/UNISDR, 2012: p. xxvi).
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