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ABSTRACT
Adverse impacts of climate change-related hazards (e.g. storms, floods, wildfires) and the way society copes with, prepares for and adapts 

to future scenarios pose a challenge to local communities. The potentially harmful consequences disproportionately affect the socially weak, 

vulnerable people in society. Emergency and contingency plans at the local level are vital tools during natural hazards events. However, 

vulnerable groups are often neglected or simplified and therefore, not always taken into account. In this paper, the results of the project 

VULKANO (“Vulnerable groups in local emergency and contingency plans”) will be presented. VULKANO aims to assess if and how vulner-

able groups are and prospectively can be considered within emergency and contingency plans in Austrian municipalities. The results will 

give an overview of best-practice examples and support municipalities to further progress their emergency and contingency plans, focusing 

on an all-of-society approach.

INTRODUCTION – MOTIVATION FOR THE FFG ENERGY TRANSITION 2050 PROJECT “VULKANO: VULNERABLE GROUPS IN LOCAL 
EMERGENCY AND CONTINGENCY PLANS”
Climate change-related hazards and disruptive events, i.e. storms, floods, landslides, wildfires, heat waves, and blackouts pose a risk to hu-

man health and well-being not only on a global scale but also for Austria (APCC, 2018). Adverse impacts and the way society copes with, 

prepares for and adapts to future scenarios are not evenly distributed within society. Capacities and strategies vary according to specific 

geographic exposure and vulnerability to hazards. The potentially harmful consequences of emergencies and disasters disproportionately 

affect the socially weak, vulnerable groups in society (IPCC, 2022). However, vulnerable people are a highly heterogeneous group with 

special needs and interests based on a combination of social, economic, and individual factors such as age, health, gender and wealth which 

contribute to the emergence of vulnerability (Wisner, 2012). Common knowledge as well as literature point to certain marginalised groups, 

often suffering the most during and after emergencies, such as persons with disabilities, the chronically ill, children, the elderly, people 

living alone, people affected by poverty, women (during pregnancy and with children), refugees and internally displaced persons (IPCC, 

2022; Bolin, 2006; Morrow, 1999; Juntunen, 2005). At the policy level, there are increasing calls for the implementation of an all-of-society 

approach considering the needs and necessities of all groups of society, in the context of preventive measures as well as in emergencies 

and disasters (UNDRR, 2023). However, the ambition to plan for the needs of vulnerable groups poses a major challenge for the responsible 

stakeholders to take the right measures at the right time and to prepare for emergencies. 

Due to Austria’s principle of federalism, the details of guidelines and standards of emergency and contingency plans vary at the federal-state 

level. Furthermore, the implementation of these guidelines at the local level relies heavily on the motivation of individual stakeholders in-

volved, such as mayors, emergency response organizations, non-governmental organizations, etc. Although the emergency and contingency 

plans vary, they could benefit from implementing a target group-specific approach. At the local level (e.g. municipalities, districts, regions), 

target group-specific information and awareness-raising measures can help to increase the capacity and resilience at the household and 

community level and prepare them for a crisis event (Twigger-Ross et al., 2014).

Therefore, the project VULKANO, which started in October 2023, aims at identifying and researching how vulnerable groups are considered 

in emergency and contingency plans at the local level in Austria, concerning climate change-related hazards, such as storms, floods, land-

slides, wildfires, heat waves, and blackouts. Furthermore, the project helps to identify the relevant stakeholders and structures of existing 

networks, alliances and communication channels involved in the creation and implementation of such plans. VULKANO contributes to the 

development and implementation of knowledge and awareness of the risk potential of vulnerable groups and shows to what extent Austri-

an communities apply integrative disaster risk reduction instruments. Based on the examples and group discussions with stakeholders, this 

paper outlines methods for finding entry points and recommendations for improving the inclusion of vulnerable groups in emergency and 

contingency planning in Austria.

METHODS
Methodologically, the project team applies a qualitative research design based on three steps: a) online research and consultation of experts 

and authorities (Stock-Taking & Entry Points, Fig. 1a), b) a literature review and focus group discussions with stakeholders (Selection criteria 
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of best practice examples and vulnerable groups, Fig. 1b) and c) semi-structured interviews (Analysis of best practice examples, Fig. 1c).

The first step (Fig. 1a) covers a screening phase of national emergency and contingency plans, considering social aspects as well as target 

group-specific information material from authorities, civil defense, emergency organisations, funding programmes and projects, such as KEM 

(Climate and energy model regions, KLAR! regions (Climate Change Adaptation Model Regions), LEADER (Links between the rural economy 

and development actions), and KIRAS (Austrian funding programme for security research). Online and desktop research is carried out on 

projects and existing documents as well as targeted consultations with the responsible stakeholders and project managers. In the second step 

(Fig. 1b), extensive literature research and focus group discussions are performed to identify the criteria for the selection of best practice 

examples. Moreover, a risk screening is conducted for climate change-related hazards that specifically affect vulnerable groups. The risk 

screening takes both past trends and observations as well as potential future hotspots of climate change-related impacts into consideration, 

focusing on the level of federal states in Austria. The compilation of identified examples, together with the risk screening, serves as the basis 

for defining selection criteria for best practice examples, which are assessed and validated in interviews and discussions with local stake-

holders. The third step (Fig. 1c) includes the analysis of local best practice examples. In supplementary interviews with key stakeholders or 

program managers, information is gained on potential challenges and success factors that are necessary to transfer the measures to other 

regions.

Figure 1: Methodology and research process workflow within the FFG VULKANO project

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Within VULKANO various existing examples of emergency and contingency planning measures and other local initiatives that try to include 

the needs of a vulnerable group in Austria are analysed and collected. Criteria for the selection and implementation of best practice exam-

ples are elaborated, which help to outline recommendations for preventive measures for various vulnerable groups.

Based on the best practice examples and focus group discussions with stakeholders (see Fig. 1b, c), entry points and recommendations to 

enhance the inclusion of vulnerable groups in emergency and contingency planning in Austria are outlined. The results show how well-pre-

pared Austrian communities are in supporting an all-of-society approach. In the third step (1c) which will start in summer 2024, fact sheets 

on the examples (18 examples from all over Austria) are compiled based on online and desktop research, document analysis as well as struc-

tured interviews with the local stakeholders responsible for implementing the measures. These fact sheets (i) describe aspects of local cli-

mate change-related hazards, (ii) give an overview of vulnerable groups who are affected, (iii) depict involved stakeholders and actors who 

are responsible for implementing the measures, and (iv) analyse challenges as well as measures that have already proven to be successful.

By screening a variety of documents and approaches from the broad field of emergency management and by developing criteria for the 

selection of best practice examples for the inclusion of vulnerable groups, VULKANO enables communities and regions to learn from each 

other and transfer knowledge. The project aims to strengthen the local resilience and adaptive capacity to climate change-related hazards 

by recommending actions for the preparation of emergency and contingency plans to support vulnerable groups.

CONCLUSIONS
The added value of the ongoing VULKANO project lies in (i) the combination of practical examples of emergency and contingency plans 

with an all-of-society approach, (ii) the necessary local framework conditions for implementation with information from existing current 

literature on vulnerable groups in disaster research (see chapter Motivation), and (iii) the constant exchange with stakeholders such as KLAR! 

managers, interest groups/representatives of vulnerable groups, emergency organisations, mayors, etc., which are supplemented by the col-

lective knowledge of the project consortium including the Disaster Competence Network Austria, Environment Agency Austria, GeoSphere 

Austria and University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences.

FUNDING: The project VULKANO is funded by FFG - ENERGY TRANSITION 2050 (2022).

FOLLOW-UP AND PROJECT INFORMATION: For further results and ongoing activities of the project VULKANO, please visit https://www.

dcna.at/index.php/de/vulkano.html, last access 12-01-2024.
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