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1. Introduction

An increased focus on meaningful public and community participation in local
governance is redefining the role of civil society in extreme weather adaptation
(Challies et al. 2016). This shift toward greater civic engagement is occurring
across nearly every realm of extreme weather management — from routine service
provision to crisis response. It is accompanied by a growing recognition within the
research literature that collaboration between communities and other actors is
pivotal for place-based transformation to resilience (Royal Society 2014;
IPCC 2022; Schreuder and Horlings 2022) in the face of increased extreme
weather events and climate change (e.g., Guerreiro et al. 2018; Wahl et al. 2015).
The changing contribution of civil society— its knowledge and agency in building
local climate resilience throughout the disaster risk management cycle, and in the
reduction of losses — is also a major international concern (e.g., Mazzocchi 2018;
Aldrich et al. 2018; McEwen et al. 2016). It sits centrally within the key
imperatives of the UNDRR’s Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction
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(2015–2030) for increased and inclusive citizen and community involvement in
local adaptation to extreme weather risks, and in delivering on the UN Sustainable
Development Goals in relation to water security, reduced inequalities, climate
action, good health and wellbeing and others.

Over four years, the UK Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)-funded
CASCADE-NET network critically examined the changing role of civil society in
extreme weather resilience. This Special Edition of the Journal of Extreme Events
draws on its findings, exploring dichotomies and tensions in relation to the changing
roles of the citizen, changing stakeholder responsibilities and local resilience to
extreme weather events, now and in the future. The network, which was funded
through the UK’s Economic and Social Research Council (2015–2020), sponsored a
series of eight seminars and an international conference.1 The COVID-19 pandemic,
as a social shock, hit in the final year of the CASCADE-NET programme, leading to a
shift from face to face to online conference delivery. This provided further oppor-
tunities for contributions from the UK, Europe, Australia and South America.
CASCADE-NET’s goals at its outset were to:

. Better understand the concept of participatory citizenship in the context of civil
society subsuming central government roles in managing extreme weather
events, and ultimately improve the functioning of civil society in this risk
management context;

. Work with diverse groups to identify opportunities that might be arising from
extreme weather risk, including potential commercial opportunities and possible
democratic benefits for community building;

. Integrate learning (conceptual, methodological, outcomes, impacts) from past
and on-going but separate international and UK research projects on civil society
and extreme weather;

. Develop new social spaces for exploring horizontal and vertical interactions
between academics, stakeholders from civil society, policy makers, risk man-
agement agencies and lesser-heard voices; and

. Co-produce new insights about how conceptual framing and mutual
understanding of innovations for social learning can inform risk practice and
governance.

Dialogic activities developed to deliver on these goals brought together
wide-ranging disciplinary, UK and international academics, risk management pro-
fessionals, those working in Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) and creative
practitioners. These aimed to navigate and negotiate the implications — for

1Resources from the seminars and conference can be accessed at https://www.cascade-net.com/.
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theory and practice — of various dichotomies in how civil society prepares for, and
recovers from, both extreme weather events and associated risks (Figure 1).

These axes — or possible continua — conceptualized the responsibilities of
citizen and state in risk management, including possible paradigm shifts in
thinking from citizen consultation and participation to engagement in social
learning (Arnstein 1969; Collins and Ison 2009). They allowed us to identify
tensions in navigating different options in relations (cooperative versus contractual)
between citizens and government — whether local, regional or national (Geaves
and Penning-Rowsell 2015). A further axis involves the contrasting approaches
from normative deliberative democracy that privileges consensus building, to
agonistic pluralism (Mouffe 1999) and the need to accept and live with conflicting
views (Horowitz 2013).

Within the axes, the network’s interdisciplinary dialogue focused on: advancing
understandings of CITIZENSHIP as active and participatory; identifying new
SPACES for this participation — the new knowledges shared, whose voices are
heard and their relations to social learning; and understanding of INNOVATIONS—
implications of the rapidly developing role of technology and social media, and
opportunities offered by the arts and humanities and socially engaged creative
practice in engaging differently, with new audiences. A fourth theme—MUTUAL
LEARNING — was added to capitalize on insights that can be drawn from civil
agency during the COVID-19 pandemic— as an extreme situation and social shock
that impacted communities, with a reduction in functions normally undertaken by
local government.

Figure 1. The Role of Civil Society in Extreme Weather Adaptation: Dichotomies in Theory and

Practice

CASCADE-NET — Increasing Civil Society’s Capacity to Deal with Changing Extreme Weather Risk
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2. This Special Edition

This special edition aims to distil the interdisciplinary, inter-professional and
transdisciplinary discussions within the CASCADE-NET seminars, recognizing
the opportunities to capture and narrate a wide diversity of participant voices (cf.
Goldstein et al. 2015). The objective is to share this thinking and promote wider
dialogue across disciplinary and professional audiences and civil society. It distils
some critical reflections from that dialogue across key themes, identifies lessons
from the COVID-19 pandemic and reflects on the key implications for future
research agendas.

The set of 12 papers are stimulated by CASCADE-NET’s dialogue and in some
cases draw directly from the workshop discussions. Over 35 network members
contribute their thinking and evidence under four main headings: citizenship and
participation, broadening spaces for participation, innovations in participation and
mutual learning and civil agency in extreme weather and COVID-19. The papers
take a variety of formats: empirical research papers, methodological reflections, a
roundtable dialogue, a policy forum, a literature review and reflective commen-
taries. They offer ideas and guidance to promote further discussion about possible
ways forward in navigating futures for the research, policy and practice of par-
ticipatory citizenship in extreme weather risk management and wider climate re-
silience.

Citizenship and participation
Two papers explore this territory from differing perspectives. Forrest et al., in their
Policy Forum, reflect on the future of citizen volunteering — or unpaid work —
within extreme weather risk, and the key challenges and opportunities for climate
resilience. Drawing on their expertise across three national settings — UK, Czech
Republic and the Netherlands — and using the example of flood risk management,
they identify 10 urgent challenges and four cross-cutting themes in transforming
volunteering for local climate change adaptation. These include attending to the
opportunities and tensions in spontaneous volunteering, thinking systemically about
citizen roles and co-benefits in volunteering to address local issues (e.g., need for
improved health and well-being) for broader climate resilience, and giving strong
attention to social-spatial inequalities in who volunteers to support local resilience-
building. They argue the need to go beyond traditional understandings of what
volunteering might involve to more inclusive framings, and that participation in just
and equitable volunteering has a key role to play in transformative climate resilience
practice policy.

Cobbing et al. in their commentary, reflect critically on their experiences of
many years in professional practice in community risk management for extreme

L McEwen et al.
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weather events in the UK (floods) and Australia (floods, droughts, bushfires).
Through case-studies and drawing on the Australian LandCare thinking, they
highlight the importance of bringing community lay knowledge into decisionmaking
throughout the disaster risk management cycle, and for statutory stakeholders to
know when to step back in community-led decision making about local risk man-
agement. This reflection distils seven important cross-cutting themes or principles in
community-led approaches, like the required values from professional stakeholders
that give or return power to communities to shape the place in which they live,
alongside working with others. Importance is given to connecting different types of
local knowledge and cultural practices that support community-centered social
learning. This in turn supports increased community empowerment and agency in
local decision making for transformed place-based risk management.

Broadening spaces for participation
Four papers explore how participatory spaces could be made more inclusive for
different communities. McEwen et al. in ‘Rebuffing the ‘hard to reach’ narrative:
how to engage diverse groups in participation for resilience’ set the scene in
exploring major issues with the ‘hard to reach’ motif — used frequently by
organizations that hold the power in local risk management to describe groups that,
for various reasons, are ‘less heard’ in their locale. Their interdisciplinary round
table discussion draws on diverse academic and professional expertise to ask who
are these ‘lesser heard voices’, how deeper engagement can be achieved through
improved networks and relationships, why these voices are isolated and whether
COVID-19 recovery is the perfect moment to transform policy and practice. They
argue the critical importance of who is placed in the center of engagement activ-
ities, and that it is often those in power who make themselves ‘hard to reach’ and
fail to listen. This discussion acknowledges how the succession of crises in the UK
and other settings provide opportunities for joined-up thinking, setting the scene
for other papers such as Calvillo et al. on cascades of vulnerability in Brazil’s
flood-prone areas during COVID-19.

Next Nguyen and Leichenko offer insights from a research case study in the
operationalization of climate justice principles within a neighborhood development
within New York City. Such initiatives in climate risk management are often
promoted as having co-benefits— like improved environment and jobs— for low-
income, at-risk communities but may in reality be viewed with community scep-
ticism due to issues like gentrification. Based on multi-method research involving
stakeholder interviews, community workshop participation and planning document
analysis, this study highlights the factors that strengthened community influences
over the urban resiliency planning processes: the importance of community-led

CASCADE-NET — Increasing Civil Society’s Capacity to Deal with Changing Extreme Weather Risk

2302001-5

J.
 o

f 
E

xt
r.

 E
ve

n.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.w
or

ld
sc

ie
nt

if
ic

.c
om

by
 8

4.
65

.2
41

.4
5 

on
 0

1/
23

/2
4.

 R
e-

us
e 

an
d 

di
st

ri
bu

tio
n 

is
 s

tr
ic

tly
 n

ot
 p

er
m

itt
ed

, e
xc

ep
t f

or
 O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

ar
tic

le
s.



inputs, the role of proactive community champions and mobilizations of local
people to give their views. The paper shares lessons and strategies that empower
local voices in community-based adaptation and in building local climate resil-
ience.

King explores the literature on ‘Hearing Minority Voices: LGBTI experience
and vulnerability in disaster and recovery’ and takes the ‘less heard’ heuristic into
new areas of intersection around identities, place, status and the entanglement of
these voices in areas more prone to hazards. What is key to King’s approach is to
critique normative understandings of community that are central to risk reduction
and daylight the diversity of community members. LGBTI communities may be
doubly excluded from the mainstream ideas of community and from the risk,
resilience and adaptation measures. These measures may well be rolled out on the
ground by faith-based organizations, and so King addresses these as key players in
the risk reduction and recovery network of organizations.

Extending the demographic focus and understanding of citizen vulnerability and
resilience, Harrington et al., in their commentary, reflect on the issues
and opportunities in relation to intersectionality of those identifying as female and
disabled in flood recovery, and the potential to be both vulnerable and strong.
This includes reflection on the potential for disabled women to input their
knowledge and experiences into local resilience planning and social learning for
resilience within communities. Drawing on Crip theory, the authors reimagine
what capabilities could mean when living through extreme events because famil-
iarity with chaos and working around poor service provision is a daily experience
for disabled women.

Innovations in participation
Four papers focus on different innovations to how citizens might participate in
disaster risk management. Focusing on another set of ‘less heard’ voices that are
often portrayed as inherently vulnerable, Cook et al. working in Melbourne,
Australia explore the effectiveness and systemic opportunities in engaging senior
citizens in participatory processes. This involves a relationship building approach
to engaging senior citizens to support flood risk reduction. In empirical research,
they ask what innovations to engagement might look like and what spillover effects
occur from such engagements with senior citizens, given common issues of social
isolation and loneliness. The research involved co-working with a senior citizen
organization — University of the Third Age (U3A), and participant interviews
were analyzed for both flood risk reduction actions and spillover effects. Their
processes were found to promote relationship building, learning, skill development
and intellectual risk taking— linked to risk reduction actions and successful aging.

L McEwen et al.
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The authors suggest that assessment of spillover benefits as additional impacts
should be part of the design and appraisal of participatory processes. The findings
demonstrate the value of disaster risk reduction engagements with groups of
citizens in which impacts can simultaneously benefit other risk issues affecting
community vulnerabilities.

Turning to rapidly evolving communication technologies as another innovation,
Ball and Nash-Williams, draw on their research into evidence from UK practice in
flood risk management and the CASCADE-NET workshops to explore opportu-
nities of new media technologies in sharing local risk knowledge to reduce de-
pendency and enhance empowerment. Empirical evidence on changing
communication practice was gained from the Thames Valley, UK. They found that
social networks formed or enhanced through new media can help secure consensus
but can also spread distrust and impact relations between communities and stat-
utory stakeholders with flood risk management responsibilities. This is rapidly
changing territory — with potential to entrench existing issues like power struc-
tures, attitudes and ideas. ‘New’ media also has potential to increase social learning
and step change interactions and relationships between the producers and con-
sumers of information as positive influences on empowerment for local resilience
building.

Moving on to socially engaged arts as innovation, two papers reflect on the
potential of storytelling approaches in research and practice within community risk
management. Liguori et al. explore the opportunities of applied storytelling and the
uses of arts-led community spaces to build local resilience, emphasizing the im-
portance of such spaces for making arts-generated connections and increasing
emotional resilience through successful co-creative work. The paper unpacks case
study examples where artists work with communities on water-risk management—
drought risk management from the UK and a digital regional arts park in Australia.
The authors reflect on how the concept and process of a creative ecosystem provides a
framework for exploring the disruptive role of the cultural sector in space/place
resilience-building. Importantly, an arts-led approach to recovery uses story— from
individual to community voices — to build local capacity.

Next is a methodological reflection on how to work with citizen stories in an
extended participatory research process played out in and with at-risk communi-
ties. Roberts et al. propose the development of a new framework for adaptive
participatory storytelling methods (APSA) to capture perceptions and experiences
of extreme weather events within the UK DRY (Drought Risk and You) project.
Different storytelling approaches tailored to particular community settings and
places, act as ways of accessing and sharing local lay knowledges about risk and
adaptation — past, present and future. The APSA approach is particularly

CASCADE-NET — Increasing Civil Society’s Capacity to Deal with Changing Extreme Weather Risk
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important when engaging citizens and communities with more diffuse and hidden
risks that are less pervasive in the public psyche and becoming more frequent due
to climate change. They present valuable opportunities to share diverse voices
within and beyond affected communities for social learning.

Mutual learning: Civil agency in extreme weather and COVID-19
The occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic brought new opportunities to research
citizen and community agency. Cavillo et al. in ‘From extreme weather events to
‘cascading vulnerabilities’: participatory flood research methodologies in Brazil
during COVID-19’ engage with one of the key research questions of the Water-
proofing Data Project: how to engage citizens to produce, circulate and embed
data? The authors explore how to incorporate and build upon pre-existing flood
memories and local knowledge of flood risk, to increase community resilience in a
time of pandemic. In researching this question during the pandemic and national
lockdowns in Brazil, they faced unanticipated methodological challenges that re-
quired an inventive and compassionate approach to collecting story data in a
context with a history of extraction. In seeking to mobilize and sensitize wider
communities to the intersection of place-memory of flooding data with the aim of
transforming perceptions for improving community resilience, they faced com-
munities’ vulnerability in new ways, revealing cascades of vulnerability.

Finally, Landau in her critical commentary, draws on literature and case-studies
of Hurricane Sandy’s and COVID-19’s impact on New York City to reflect on the
limitations of traditional forms of aid and their propensity to exclude those most in
need. She explores the potential of mutual aid as an alternative approach to better
meet the survival needs of those affected, with strongly embedded justice princi-
ples. The paper seizes an important opportunity to reflect on the implications of the
mainstreaming of practices of mutual aid within communities during the pandemic
and in its recovery phase.

3. Conclusion

Dichotomies in role of civil society in extreme weather adaptation inevitably lead
to contested perspectives among different stakeholders, and surfacing these as a
virtuous ongoing process is essential to help distil insights that can progress theory
and practice. This special edition brings together a diverse set of voices from
research, policy and practice in different national settings to explore the issues and
opportunities for increased civil agency within extreme weather adaptation to
changing risk, and their implications for wider climate resilience. However, we
need to be careful in presenting the special edition as the citizen’s voice. It is in
part — but brokered by academics and other risk management stakeholders.

L McEwen et al.
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The number of citizen groups or NGOs involved in authorship is limited — an
important area for development in future network discussions.

The special edition highlights the importance of revisiting several precepts and
concepts in redefining civil agency, at-risk communities, hard-to-reach, vulner-
abilities and capabilities: the implications of language, the roles, responsibilities
and ways of working with different stakeholders — communities, statutory orga-
nizations, NGOs, artists and others. It explores the needs of inclusive and just
participation in dealing with systemic inequalities, the openings provided by new
technologies alongside more traditional communication channels and the oppor-
tunities for developing participatory methods used in research and practice to
increase mutual learning and co-benefits. Traditional ‘actors’, ‘researchers’ and
‘agencies’ have limitations and there is an increasing range of other ways of
working. For example, the ‘brokering’ of civil society’s role in extreme weather
adaptation does not have to be done by human beings with powerful positions, it
can be done by technologies, software and apps in the hands of lesser heard
communities, or by working with socially engaged artists with local community
embedding.

This special edition also evidences the value of targeted international network
and relationship-building initiatives such as CASCADE-NET. The body of work,
presented here, brings valuable insights together from a range of engaged projects
and initiatives focused on different communities, risks and governance settings. It
emphasizes the importance of capitalizing on the momentum of COVID-19 re-
covery to rethink this space creatively to build community resilience for extreme
weather and more widely. It is a critical time to make space for on-going multi-
stakeholder dialogue across cultural settings, supporting learning for transforma-
tion, with the aim of increasing, and where possible transforming, civil society’s
capacity to deal with changing extreme weather risk and other eco-social shocks.
The varied contributions evidence an important willingness to enter and promote
dialogue between citizens and the diverse stakeholders — statutory, NGOs,
cultural sector and others — with potential to contribute their knowledge and
expertise within extreme weather risk management. They highlight the value that
can come when critical attention and openness is given to thinking afresh about
citizenship, new spaces for participation and potential innovations, along with the
strong potential for mutual learning, drawing on shared experiences of COVID-19.

To contribute to change in the role of civil society in extreme weather
adaptation, it is important to extend and develop our collective advocacy for
participation and co-working between civil society and the increasingly varied
stakeholders that are involved in meeting the challenges of adapting to changing
weather extremes. These 12 papers do that, creating fresh space for critical

CASCADE-NET — Increasing Civil Society’s Capacity to Deal with Changing Extreme Weather Risk
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reflection and innovation with the risk management sector. This acts to enable
important mutual learning in working with citizens for increased place-based
climate resilience and climate justice.
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