
International Journal of Disaster Risk Management • Vol. 6, No. 2 • https://doi.org/10.18485/ijdrm.2024.6.2.15

International Journal of Disaster 
Risk Management

Journal homepage: https://internationaljournalofdisasterriskmanagement.com

Publisher: Scientific-Professional Society for Disaster Risk Management

Review article

Sustainable Recovery: the Link Between Development and 
Response to Disasters
Ivica Đorđević1, Jasmina Gačić1

1 �Faculty of Security Studies, University of Belgrade, Gospodara Vučića 50, 11040 Belgrade, Serbia; 
djivica@gmail.com (I.Đ.); jasmina.gacic@fb.bg.ac.rs (J.G.)

* Correspondence: djivica@gmail.com 

Received: 10 August 2024; Revised: 1 October 2024; Accepted 5 November; Published: 25 December

Abstract

This paper examines the critical role of sustainable recovery in strengthening disaster risk resil-
ience through the integration of sustainable development principles into strategic planning and pol-
icy frameworks. Sustainable recovery comes as a result of respecting the basic principles of sustaina-
ble development when making strategic plans in all areas essential for responding to risk conditions 
that can lead to disasters. To raise awareness of the importance of sustainability, it is necessary to 
incorporate this concept into the teaching contents of all educational levels, especially when training 
personnel for disaster risk prevention and reduction. The aim is to analyze the interconnectedness 
of sustainability and resilience, focusing on how local knowledge, scientific methods, and strate-
gic planning can mitigate vulnerabilities and enhance community preparedness for disasters. The 
findings highlight that communities which prioritize sustainable practices and incorporate disaster 
risk reduction measures into their development strategies demonstrate higher levels of resilience to 
hazards. Also, the practice has shown that the most resilient communities are those that base their 
development strategies on respect for local specificities and knowledge of scientific methods derived 
from previous experiences with numerous risks and their consequences. This study also identifies 
key factors contributing to vulnerability, emphasizing the importance of education, intersectoral 
collaboration, and policy reforms in fostering long-term resilience. Vulnerability comes as a result of 
many factors, the knowledge of which can contribute to raising the level of community resistance to 
hazards and risks to which the area is exposed. The phenomenon of sustainable development or sus-
tainability as well as sustainable recovery is a major catalyst for change in government policies and 
legal frameworks, which has dramatically changed the role and behavior of nations. Politics, econ-
omy, ecology, geographical characteristics of the area and climatic conditions in combination with 
personnel potential can be part of the solution, but also the source of the problem. The results un-
derscore the necessity for integrating sustainability principles at all levels of governance to achieve a 
holistic approach to disaster risk reduction and community resilience. Future research should focus 
on developing standardized indicators for measuring sustainable recovery and resilience across di-
verse socio-economic and geographical contexts.
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1. Introduction

Man has always sought to adapt nature to his needs (Al-ramlawi, El-Mougher, & Al-Agha, 2020; 
Aleksandrina, Budiarti, Yu, Pasha, & Shaw, 2019; Cruz & Ormilla, 2022; Mohammed M. El-Mough-
er, 2022). Archaeological research has identified some periods in the development of human soci-
ety when the inhabitants of certain areas, through their thoughtless actions, made their habitat no 
longer suitable for life (Cvetkovic & Martinović, 2020; Cvetković & Planić, 2022; Perić & Cvetković, 
2019). This phenomenon becomes more pronounced with technological progress and the acquisition 
of tools that multiply human power, and therefore the potential for causing disasters caused by erro-
neous actions based on poor judgment. The tendency present in the capitalist era of civilization’s de-
velopment, based on belittling the value of natural resources and glorifying products that come from 
cheap raw materials and labour, particularly exacerbates the situation. The imposition of a model of 
social organization that recognizes happiness exclusively in economic growth and material progress 
leads to a threat to the survival of those happy individuals (Mohammed Mohammed El-Mougher 
& Mahfuth, 2021; Hasan & Sultana, 2024; Jehoshaphat & Oghenah, 2021; Kabir, Hossain, & Haque, 
2022).

The model of functioning of modern civilization, based on the necessity of increasing the volume 
of economic activities and industry needs for new products to achieve market placement, reduces 
the reserves of safe drinking water, intensively pollutes the air and contaminates agricultural land 
(Artiola, Walworth, Musil, & Crimmins, 2019; Dhir, Jatayan, & Kumar, 2018; Hallberg, 1987; Kochar, 
Sushil, & Rahul, 2020; Macek, Pavlíková, & Mackova, 2004; Okorogbona et al., 2018; Parris, 2011; 
Sharma, 1996; Srivastav, 2020; Wu & Sun, 2016). Despite the obvious earlier negative effects, it is 
only with the internationalization of industrial processes that the true scale of human action on the 
planetary ecosystem is seen. In the early 1970s, a serious campaign began to raise awareness in so-
ciety about the disruption of the ecological balance as a consequence of the mismatch between the 
exploitation of natural resources and the planet’s ability to absorb the damage that humans cause to 
nature through their activities.

The concept of sustainable development is the result of the search for solutions to overcome 
problems arising from an irrational attitude towards limited resources and an economic model that 
does not recognize environmental costs. Perhaps the idea of the ecological footprint is the best il-
lustration of the consequences of industrial civilization on the planet as a human habitat. Namely, 
meeting current global consumption exceeds the capacity of the planet by 70%, which means that to 
maintain ecological balance, we need another planet, or a planet 70% larger than the one we live on 
(GFN, 2024).

Sustainability as a concept is becoming synonymous with a rational relationship with nature, but 
also a term with which we want to point out the importance of a process for long-term planning and 
the effects of activities undertaken in the future (Cvetković & Šišović, 2024; Grozdanić, Cvetković, 
Lukić, & Ivanov, 2024; RajeevM, 2014). In this context, we say that a community or economic entity 
that manages to harmonize inputs with results so that negative effects do not put the survival of the 
entity and the environment in question is sustainable. Given the increased awareness of the global 
ecosystem, this means that no community or economic system should be allowed to transfer its 
pollution to someone else’s backyard and thus create the illusion of its sustainability. At the same 
time, the planetary application of the principles of sustainability implies respect by all actors, but 
also the assistance of the developed to the underdeveloped so that they can overcome their devel-
opment problems through new technologies that are currently not available to them. Given the fact 
that we are contemporaries of the process of an emerging global society, it is necessary to achieve a 
balance between economic processes, environmental standards and the needs of the community at 
the planetary level.



Sustainable Recovery: the Link Between Development and Response to Disasters

International Journal of Disaster Risk Management • Vol. 6, No. 2 •

225

2. The link between disaster resilience and development

With the increasing frequency, intensity and scale of disasters caused by climate change (Cvetk-
ović, Renner, Aleksova, & Lukić, 2024), the concept of resilience to events that can lead to disasters 
is increasingly mentioned in public discourse (Sergey, 2021; Shibru, Operea, Omondi, & Gichaba, 
2022; Thennavan, Ganapathy, Chandrasekaran, & Rajawat, 2020; Umer, 2024; Xuesong & Kapucu, 
2019). For this occasion, we will use the United Nations International Strategy Disaster Reduction’s 
definition of resilience as: “the ability of a system, community or society exposed to risk to resist, 
absorb, adapt and recover from the effects of risk in a timely and effective manner, including the 
preservation and restoration of essential basic structures and functions” (UNISDR, 2009). 

The complexity of the definition itself indicates the need for a multidisciplinary approach that 
encompasses all aspects relevant to achieving resilience. Certainly, bearing in mind the previous 
remarks on sustainability, we can say that it is impossible to separate sustainability from resilience, 
i.e. sustainability is the main determinant of system resilience. No community can be resilient to 
disasters without being sustainable at the same time. There are exceptions when part of the risks and 
negative effects are transferred to neighbouring areas, that is when one’s resilience is built on raising 
the vulnerability of others. Bearing in mind the character of the text, we are talking here about the 
emerging global community, and in that context, we ignore excesses such as the practice that instead 
of solving the problem of pollution in developed countries, the causative agents are displaced to un-
derdeveloped regions. In those situations, the export of the cause of pollution only creates the illu-
sion that the problem has been solved, because the effects of such a practice return like a boomerang 
in the form of worsening climate changes that also affect the local community from which the holder 
of said practice originates.

A holistic approach to the problem of sustainability, that is, resilience, is the only one that can 
lead to results. There should certainly be an awareness that reaching global goals implies creating 
conditions for their realization at the local level. When we talk about the community, we said that 
our commitment to analysis is on a global level. However, the global community is made up of sev-
eral levels of international subjectivity, starting from universal organizations, through regional in-
tegrations to states. Again within the states there are several levels of different organizational forms 
from institutions at the state level, through federal units, districts, cities and villages.

Solving a problem of a global nature implies identifying its cause at the level at which it arises. 
Bearing in mind the current dominant system of organization of modern societies, the level of state 
institutions is the one that has the instruments for directing the functioning of the system and the 
behaviour of all actors in the area of ​​their competence. And here it should be said that thanks to the 
instruments at their disposal, states can implement a certain policy and sanction all those who do 
not comply with the established norms. The problem arises when trying to harmonize national poli-
cies at the global level because some countries do not want to adhere to what was agreed or consider 
that the global agreement is not in their interest.

Given that we have opted for the analysis of phenomena of a global nature that are largely deter-
mined by local actors, below we try to present the basic elements of sustainability and the principles 
on which it is based. For a community to be considered viable, it should have continuity in duration 
resulting from a healthy living environment, social solidarity, resilience to disasters and economic 
vitality, all of which contribute to the quality of life of its members. Community members’ satisfac-
tion with life within it, among other things, stems from democratic processes that respect the needs 
of the majority and the opportunity to participate in the decision-making process actively.

Perhaps the best theoretical framework for analyzing the level of sustainability of both local com-
munities and global civilization is the concept of human security, which offers a seven-dimensional 
matrix for analyzing the quality of life in an area. The quality of people’s life determines their atti-
tude towards their current habitat and based on their satisfaction with the conditions in which they 
live and work, citizens make a decision to stay or change their place of residence. In the concept of 
human security, the factors that are taken into account when assessing the situation in an area or 
within a community are: economic situation, health system, quality of nutrition, environmental con-
ditions, political situation, personal and community security (Đorđević, 2013). The harmony of all 
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the mentioned elements is necessary so that the community can function normally for a long period 
of time and survive in its living space. Coherence is the result of the interaction between community 
members and their awareness of a common identity arising from coexistence in a certain territory. 

The social sphere implies a minimum of common elements that result from the interaction of all 
members of the community, and whose catalyst is the corresponding political system. The function-
ing of complex social structures is not possible without appropriate mechanisms that enable reach-
ing consensus on important matters. Starting from the level of local self-government, where rules of 
conduct, attitudes towards others, tolerance and a minimum of rules related to the arrangement of 
common space should be established, as well as standards related to individual construction and the 
relationship of individuals to the community. Building awareness that our every move affects not 
only the immediate environment but in the long term also on us as individuals, that is, our families, 
is the first step in the process of building community sustainability. When we manage to agree at the 
level of the local community on the basic principles of its functioning, then the nature of things is to 
harmonize with the neighbouring communities that may have some of their specifics in relation to 
nature and social norms. That is why the political system of representative democracy, which has 
mechanisms for harmonizing the interests of several entities, serves us. The majority of community 
members must participate in the process and feel that they influence the adoption of the rules, which 
ultimately contributes to the level of their compliance. It is normal that within every community 
there are individuals who do not want, or are unable, to follow the rules established by the majority. 
In those cases, it is necessary to activate mechanisms for sanctioning those who do not comply with 
the adopted rules so that the system can function normally.

For the existence of a community in an area, the existence of certain ecological conditions and an 
appropriate economic system are necessary. Certainly, people chose the place for their settlements 
following the natural characteristics of the terrain, such as healthy drinking water, fertile soil or 
mineral deposits. However, with time, if the mentioned elements are not taken care of, the ambience 
may change. Let’s say that during the exploitation of ores, or excessive use of fertilizers in agricul-
ture, there is pollution of drinking water sources and contamination of arable land. These processes 
can lead to mass migration of the population in search of new areas more suitable for living.

That is why it is necessary to take into account their long-term effects when making decisions 
about the exploitation of natural resources. What are the costs of the undertaken activities, not only 
in the form of financial resources but also the long-term effects on the natural environment should 
be decisive factors when making decisions about the economic model of the community. Let’s say 
that cutting forests and the wood industry would bring a lot of profit in the short term, but deforest-
ation leads to the degradation of the terrain, the initiation of landslides and the occurrence of flash 
floods. An example of an irresponsible attitude towards forests shows that short-term benefits can 
bring long-term damage that calls into question the survival of the community in a certain area.

Mileti lists six principles that communities should adhere to if they want to be sustainable (Mileti, 
1999):

1. Maintain the existing level and, if possible, improve the quality of life of the residents.
2. To improve the local economic structure.
3. Ensure social and intergenerational equality.
4. Maintain and, if possible, improve the quality of the environment.
5. Include disaster resilience and disaster risk reduction in development plans.
6. When planning, use a participatory process so that decisions are made by consensus.

For each principle, Mileti states broader explanations that can also be linked to the concept of 
human security. For the sake of example, for important elements affecting the quality of life, we can 
mention: the level of earnings the cost of living, the quality and scope of education, the availability of 
health system services, housing conditions, the level of employment and the social welfare system, 
respect for the law and exposure to crime, respect moral norms, level of environmental pollution, 
exposure to diseases, disasters and other risks.
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Mileti believes that the community should take care of economic vitality, which means a suffi-
cient number of jobs under conditions worthy of a human being. In this context, it is necessary to en-
gage the community to attract and retain companies that enable the local population to achieve their 
existence in the area of ​​their permanent residence. When choosing an economic strategy, the basic 
criterion of selection should not be only the financial effect, but the ecological aspects of the process 
must also be taken into account; the degree of labour exploitation and the effect of the process on the 
health of the population is also an important criterion for the choice of investors.

Long-term effects on living space are also important here, the basic postulates of sustainable 
development should not be violated. The current generation should not leave their descendants 
a devastated living environment, polluted nature and devastated deposits of natural raw materi-
als. When thinking about the ecological aspects of production processes, concrete relationships of 
intergenerational and intergenerational solidarity are often neglected. If the current processes are 
controlled by a small group of interest-organized owners of large capital, there is a high probability 
that the positive effects of the exploitation of natural resources will be enjoyed by a small number of 
people who can afford a standard far above the average. In that situation, the negative effects in the 
form of polluted waterways, depleted sites used for disposal of toxic substances contaminated soil 
with an increased risk of landslides, and occupational diseases of workers remain a burden on the 
local community. The uneven distribution of wealth from the exploitation of natural resources leads 
to the growth of social inequalities, inadequate solutions in the field of urban planning, the neglect 
of critical infrastructure and the outflow of the population that does not see the perspective in such 
an environment. As a rule, in such situations, the most educated personnel who could change the 
situation for the better leave.

Because of all the above, there must be an identity belonging to the community that is built 
through the education system, family tradition and participation in the political system. Work on 
maintaining existing resilience and raising its level can only be provided by a community that stra-
tegically thinks about long-term survival in the current living space. Only a community with a col-
lective awareness of common interests can make decisions that increase the level of resistance to 
climate change. Consideration of topics that are important for the preservation of the existing entity 
implies appropriate scientific processing, which is achieved through research within the academ-
ic community. Through their activities, institutes and faculties not only contribute to the identity 
determination of members of the community but also point to possible scenarios bearing in mind 
climate change and its effects on the specific area.

3. �International strategies and declarations for sustainability and 
disaster risk reduction
At the international level, the problem of the sustainability of the current civilizational paradigm 

became visible in the early 1970s after the publication of the Club of Rome’s The Limits to Growth 
(Meadows et al., 1974): It was then that the bleak perspective of the current economic model and the 
functioning of modern civilization, based on the excessive exploitation of natural resources without 
their proper valuation, was first presented. The Club of Rome had several more publications that 
drew attention to the problem but without any significant resonance in profit-oriented circles.

The Brundtland report of the World Commission on Environment and Development continued 
the campaign to draw attention to the problem of the sustainability of the system, in which sustain-
ability is placed in the context of the global effects of human activities on the environment. One of 
the results of the commission’s work is the most quoted definition of sustainable development: Sus-
tainable development can be considered to be “... development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. The report points 
to the connection that exists between social capital, economic productivity and environmental qual-
ity. The authors of the report, inspired by the heated globalization, emphasized the need to build 
awareness of the planet as a common living space and a common destiny shared by all peoples of the 
world, which should lead to the construction of common global values (Brundtland, 1987).
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The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from 
3 to 14 June 1992 promoted sustainable development as a framework for international action and to 
guide future development projects at the global level. At the summit in Rio, Agenda 21 was adopted, 
which, in addition to emphasizing the ecological aspects of development, also pointed out the need 
for social contextualization of the new approach to development. The agenda promotes the concept 
of development, which, in addition to protecting the living world on the planet, should provide con-
ditions in which vulnerable groups of people will get the opportunity to qualitatively improve their 
living conditions. One of the messages stemming from the Agenda is that with planned changes in 
people’s behaviour patterns, it is possible to change the negative effects of human activities con-
cerning the planet as ours, but also the habitat of plant and animal life as a unique ecological entity 
(UNCED, 1992)

A new world summit devoted to sustainable development was held in Johannesburg in 2002 to 
initiate the process of applying the principles of sustainable development adopted in Rio (UNCED, 
2002). Then numerous gatherings deal with the same topic with the idea of finding a common con-
tent that would attract all actors to participate in the process and respect the adopted declarations. 
The main problem during this process is the obstruction by profit-oriented circles that used the 
representatives of their countries to work out a more favourable position for themselves. The most 
drastic example in this context is the withdrawal of the USA from the Paris Agreement with the ex-
planation that its implementation harms the interests of the American economy (Chakraborty, 2017).

Given that attempts to take preventive action and reduce the negative impact of humans on the 
planetary ecosystem have largely been unsuccessful, the international community is trying to find 
ways to deal with the negative trends caused by climate change (Cvetković & Grbić, 2021; Cvetković, 
Milojković, & Mlađan, 2013; O’Gorman, 2015). International action to help underdeveloped coun-
tries deal with the consequences of climate change is particularly important. The recommendations 
adopted in Hyogo were in the direction of reducing the level of risk based on practices that gave 
good results in threatened areas (UNISDR, 2007). In Sendai, it went a step further with the idea of 
raising the level of efficiency of response in cases of large-scale disasters (UNISDR, 2015). The Global 
Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction (GPDRR) (UNDRR, 2019) was established based on experienc-
es with the implementation of the conclusions of the aforementioned conferences. GPDRR brings 
together representatives of national governments, international organizations, academic institutions 
and the private sector every other year. The goal is to evaluate the level of achieved results in the 
implementation of the agreed at this forum, but also to exchange new experiences from practice. The 
number of actors involved and the commitment to the realization of the goals raises the hope that 
in due time we can expect a change in attitudes towards the negative impact of man on the living 
environment and that the negative trends of which we are contemporaries can be stopped.

4. Building local sustainability capacities

Understanding the importance and context of local sustainability capacities implies, first of all, 
determining the content of the concept of community as an entity on which the achievement of the 
goal of sustainability in an area depends most. In the Oxford Dictionary, community is defined in 
several ways, depending on the context in which the term is used. For this work, we opt for the defi-
nition that reads: “A body of people who live in the same place, usually sharing a common cultural 
or ethnic identity.” Hence: a place where a particular body of people lives” (OED, 2024).

For a complete understanding of the term, it should be said that it is a group of people who share 
a common living space, have the same or similar needs, engage in social interaction, carry out joint 
actions and have a sense of belonging - an identity created based on tradition and history. For the 
validity of the analysis related to a specific community, it is necessary to know its territorial scope. 
We have already said that it can be the level of local communities, regions, and countries, but also 
the planetary level. The principles on which the analysis is based are the same, only the elements are 
complicated because there is a multi-layered level on which the interaction of community members 
depends. The simplest analysis is at the local level, where we only have citizens and institutions in 
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charge of their space. If we expand the area of ​​analysis, then we have to include higher administra-
tive levels starting from municipalities, through districts, republics, and up to universal organiza-
tions. That is why it is necessary to determine the context of the meaning of the community with an 
additional prefix such as local or global and thus specify the level of institutional competence.

Given that in this part of the material we are dealing with issues important to the local communi-
ty, it should be borne in mind that we are talking about the level of local (self) administration as the 
lowest level of the institutional system. Territorial boundaries of local communities are most often 
determined according to the criteria of geographical units and represent areas with certain climatic 
characteristics. That is why the population living in the space of a community has a more or less sim-
ilar history, collective memory of past events and needs related to the common space. The level of 
spatial organization and the degree of resistance to extreme phenomena such as floods, droughts or 
some other form of threat to the survival of people in their habitat depends on the behaviour of both 
individuals and narrow social groups. The individual attitude towards the interests of the communi-
ty and the living space determines the level of quality of life of all members of the community. That 
is why it is important that within each community we can identify individuals or groups of people 
who are important for taking appropriate actions to realize the interests of that community. Past 
historical experiences have shown that the best form of identification of community representatives 
and their leaders is the direct election system. In the elections, the members of the community test 
their position on who has the greatest reputation and gains the trust of others that he can successful-
ly contribute to the common interest.

Certainly, in addition to the territorial dimension of the organization of community members, 
its functional dimension should also be taken into account (Žganec, 2003). Namely, bearing in mind 
that local communities are by nature part of broader entities and that, following the rules related to 
administrative and administrative division, many actions of a local nature must be coordinated with 
plans adopted at the level of broader entities, local communities elect their representatives in higher 
institutional structures. This is already the point where certain problems can arise, considering that 
a functional community can include areas with different geographical and climatic characteristics. 
The alignment of needs at the level of functional communities largely depends on the quality of 
elected representatives at the level of local communities who should represent the interests of the 
members of their communities. At that level, too, misunderstandings and the imposition of the inter-
ests of more numerous and economically powerful social groups can occur. That is why it is impor-
tant to establish institutional mechanisms that will enable the harmonization of everyone’s interests 
to ensure the functionality of communities and their survival.

The specificity of the topic we are dealing with points us to the fact that the local community 
should have a key role and influence in raising resilience to disasters because its members are po-
tentially the most vulnerable and suffer the greatest consequences (Chen & Lin, 2023; Cvetković, 
Milašinović, & Lazić, 2018; Cvetković, Tanasić, Renner, Rokvić, & Beriša, 2024; Kalantari, Ferreira, 
Keesstra, & Destouni, 2018). At the local level, there is the best knowledge about the characteristics of 
the local topography, available resources and living conditions. That is why local structures must be 
actively involved in the process of disaster management in all phases; from development plans and 
disaster response plans to dealing with their consequences. Each local community should have the 
initiative to develop its capacities, but also to build systems at higher levels that should contribute 
to the general resistance to disasters, as well as overcoming their consequences when they occur. It 
should always be kept in mind that local communities are not only in the role of victims, but they are 
also the first line of defence and assistance in the event of disasters when assistance to the affected 
is necessary. Therefore, a bottom-up management approach is necessary in this sector to obtain a 
model that solves the problem at its source.

For the effectiveness of the response system in emergencies, it is necessary to build participative 
strategies that, with the inclusion of all actors in the process, contribute to reducing the vulnerability 
of the area and increasing their resilience. By involving citizens in the process of risk assessment 
and making plans, awareness is raised about risks from the immediate environment, but also about 
the importance of their behaviour to urban plans and construction standards. It is also necessary 
for all public officials to familiarize themselves with their roles in the system so that when making 
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decisions, they also take into account the possible consequences of the risks faced by the community 
whose interests they represent.

Specific activities that can be undertaken to make the population aware of the importance of pre-
ventive action concerning potential risks are:

•	 Acquaintance of the population with handling in the event of disasters through the media 
and within the educational process.

•	 Acquaintance of the local population with the risks they are exposed to to the characteristics 
of the terrain and phenomena that can contribute to raising the level of risk. Given that floods 
and landslides are most often the result of reckless human action, the population should 
draw attention to the consequences that may occur as a result of deforestation, cutting roads 
on steep slopes, and building houses in flooded areas. A public demonstration and display of 
disaster-resistant construction methods should be organized with reference to the selection of 
locations for houses and commercial facilities.

•	 A good way to activate the local population is to establish working groups for the repair 
of water infrastructure, cleaning sediments and waste that can cause overflowing rivers, re-
forestation. Getting to know objects that can be a source of contamination and dealing with 
accidents by organizing exercises is a good way to approach abstract theoretical develop-
ments to citizens who are potential victims of identified risks.

•	 Preparation of facilities for shelters and evacuation in case of disasters. Acquainting the com-
munity with disaster response plans and actions can significantly contribute to a communi-
ty’s level of resilience.

We should certainly take into account the fact that from the perspective of local structures, it is 
not always possible to see the wider picture of all relevant facts regarding the mechanisms of the 
causes that lead to disasters, so coordination at the level of wider entities is also necessary. It is es-
pecially important to establish structures at the regional level that can raise the level of efficiency 
of the response system, but also of planned action in order to reduce risks and eliminate the causes 
of potential disasters. The establishment of a system in a wider area enables the rationalization of 
available resources because specialized units and equipment can be designed in accordance with 
the needs assessments of wider entities, which avoids the multiplication of organizational units and 
technical resources.

Just as it is important to establish a system based on local characteristics in accordance with the 
dangers and risks to which residents of certain areas are exposed, it is also important to analyze ex-
periences from other areas that have already faced the consequences of certain natural or technical 
destructive phenomena. This is especially important considering the change in the characteristics of 
the area due to climate change, which also leads to a change in the spread of climate zones.

4.1. Reliance on tradition

Traditional knowledge and skills refer to historical experiences that contribute to the understand-
ing of natural processes from the immediate environment. From today’s perspective, we can say that 
it is the accumulation of knowledge resulting from interaction with the environment, which over 
time becomes part of the historical heritage of the community, a kind of philosophy of life. Tradition 
can also be defined as a local system of knowledge developed through practical action in everyday 
life activities. Tradition is an indispensable part of cultural heritage that manifests itself through a 
belief system, and a relationship with nature and community members. Certain rituals and tradi-
tions contribute to the preservation of traditional knowledge and their intergenerational transfer 
and can be recognized in the specificity of indigenous languages through terms used by the local 
population to express certain natural phenomena. (UNESCO, 2020)

Although there are significant differences in the way the traditional knowledge system and mod-
ern science were created, the potential and importance of tradition for reducing the risk of disasters 
is recognized. Tradition makes it possible to obtain a long-term dimension of sustainability and 
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community survival in their territory. The complementarity of modern and traditional contributes 
to the realization of the goals of sustainable development. The principles of modern science and 
the methodology of research and application of scientific achievements with respect for traditional 
experiential knowledge enable obtaining models that significantly contribute to the sustainability of 
the community and reduce the risk of natural disasters. (Hadlos et al., 2022).

Development plans in an area should be the result of an assessment of the characteristics of 
the terrain and the potential risks that the local community may face in the future. It is not a rare 
phenomenon that newly built buildings increase the probability of the realization of existing risks, 
but they can also create an environment that causes additional risks. When planning, it is certainly 
necessary to take into account the perception of risk that exists in the collective consciousness of the 
local population of the area where new construction is intended or an intervention that affects the 
change in the geographical characteristics of the area. Folk wisdom that comes as a result of collective 
experience with the destructive power of natural phenomena is transmitted through oral traditions 
or written down in historical documents. Among the highly educated part of the population, there 
is a tendency to underestimate folk traditions in the context of current processes and phenomena. 
However, the practice has shown that many lives and material goods were saved precisely thanks 
to the collective experience and heritage based on which the population recognized the danger in 
time. It is for this reason that the Hyogo Framework for Action (2005-2015) states that it is important 
to use “traditional and indigenous knowledge and cultural heritage” as a source of “knowledge, 
innovation and education to build a culture of security and resilience at all levels”.

There is a significant number of publications dedicated to the need to include traditional knowl-
edge in modern development strategies and the creation of emergency response systems. We do not 
have to cite foreign experiences in this sphere, we also have domestic examples. One of the good 
examples of the importance of collective consciousness for maintaining community resilience is the 
case of Sokobanja. During the transition period in Serbia, many people saw forest cutting as a good 
source of income. Many mountain areas were exposed to relentless deforestation regardless of all 
the negative aspects of that practice. After the slopes of Mount Ozren above Sokobanja also came, 
the local population rebelled against the intention to realize those plans, having experience with 
torrential floods that were a frequent occurrence in Sokobanja after the Second World War when the 
Germans completely stripped the hills above that town. It took several decades for the trees to grow, 
which now absorb a significant amount of rainfall and prevent flash floods. Thanks to the collective 
action of the people of Sokobanja, the surrounding forests have been preserved. Current protests 
against the cutting of forests to build a wind farm on Cestobrodica should also be interpreted in this 
context.

4.2. Application of international standards

The importance of international standards for building local sustainability capacities should be 
seen in the context of the previous unit. International standards are created based on successfully 
applied practice that is recognized by ISO system experts and practitioners who apply certain tech-
niques and procedures in the performance of their professions. The success criterion of a process, 
among other things, takes into account its effects on the living environment as well as on its imme-
diate participants. Here, it is particularly important to emphasize the criterion of success based on 
experience from practice, which means that every society doesn’t need to go through all the stages 
of realizing the principles of functioning of a process. Bearing in mind the nature of climate change, 
today we are contemporaries of the shifting of climate zones, which implies changes in the living 
environment of communities. These changes are usually a new challenge or an already known phe-
nomenon but with far more intense effects. That is why it is important to be able to use procedures 
and rules that are successful when dealing with some dangers.

The standards of the ISO system were created as a result of the need to standardize the quality 
of products and their technical characteristics. Later, with the development of global processes and 
the growth of awareness of the planet as a unique living space of the human population, the space 
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covered by the ISO system expands. It is particularly important to draw attention to profitability 
as the basic criterion of capital owners, which is often in conflict with citizens’ interest in a healthy 
living environment. Namely, owners of investment capital make their investment decisions guided 
by indicators of profit rates, while the effects of investments on the living environment and quality 
of life are less taken into account. Developed countries with a democratic tradition have built insti-
tutional mechanisms to force capital owners to implement local laws when starting new investments 
that limit negative effects on air, water, soil and the health of the public. Investment funds in search 
of new sources of income offer their members cross-border investments in countries with corrupt 
rulers and areas where there is no insistence on systems for purifying polluting products of produc-
tion processes. 

This practice is one of the biggest challenges of the emerging global community and requires an answer 
to the question of how to reconcile the need of the underdeveloped for new technologies and facilities that 
will employ the population of underdeveloped countries and the need for those facilities not to threaten 
the survival of those same people who work in them. It is the activities that are carried out within the ISO 
system that can be the answer to the mentioned problem. Let’s say that TNCs are obliged to apply the same 
protection standards in the business process, regardless of the location of the plant. If all the countries of the 
world insisted on applying the same business rules, then the problem with local corrupt systems would be 
solved. Certainly, in this process, the most developed countries have the greatest responsibility because they 
have the mechanisms to force companies originating from their areas to comply with established rules. At the 
same time, insisting on knowing the origin of the product and the availability of information on whether the 
product was created in a plant that respects the appropriate standards on environmental protection, workers’ 
rights and the emission of harmful substances would prevent speculative actions in this sphere and solve a 
good part of the problems concerning the sustainability of modern civilization. (Djordjević & Keković, 2023)

Within the UN activities that are carried out to fulfil the goals of sustainable development, there is a lot of 
potential for the application of appropriate standards and the promotion of their importance. For each of the 
dimensions of human security that concern the quality of life of the population, there is a group of standards 
whose application can contribute to the realization of the goals of sustainable development and at the same 
time raise the existing level of the quality of life of all inhabitants of planet earth. One of the examples that 
best illustrates the stated thesis is the impact of ISO 20400 on the realization of sustainable development goals.
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Table 1. The impact of the ISO 20400 Standard application on the goals of 
sustainable development is based on ISO (2018), UNDP (1994) and UNHSU (2016).

Source: (Djordjević & Keković, 2023).

Thanks to the application of good practice models at all levels, it is possible to contribute to the 
change of negative trends related to climate change, the cause of which is man’s irresponsible behav-
ior. By adopting proven models from community practice, they change their attitude towards the 
environment, raise the level of efficiency of institutions and contribute to their resilience in relation 
to potential dangers. Table 2 contains a list of the most important standards in the field of environ-
mental protection.
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Table 2. Selected ISO standards relevant for environmental security

Source: (Djordjević & Keković, 2023).

The possibilities and potential offered by the ISO system in the field of managing local communi-
ty affairs should be emphasized here. The resistance of institutions to the influence of self-interested 
organized profit-oriented groups through corrupt activities is a prerequisite for the community’s 
resistance to the effects of natural and other disasters. Insisting on the application of appropriate 
standards (Table 3) lowers the probability of the realization of some risks due to the irresponsible 
operations of business entities, but also of the state administration.
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Table 3. Selected ISO standards most relevant for community security.

Source: (Djordjević & Keković, 2023).

Certainly, one of the prerequisites for understanding the concept of sustainability and the connec-
tion between daily life activities and long-term effects on the planetary ecosystem is quality educa-
tion for the public. In this context, we should also mention ISO 21001 (Educational organizations — 
Management systems for educational organizations — Requirements with guidance for use) whose 
goal is to raise the level of quality of work of formal educational institutions. No less important is 
the ISO 29993 standard, which covers all types of non-institutional education (adult education, pro-
fessional education and training within the company), which is especially important considering the 
need for continuous improvement and familiarization with changes in our environment.
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5. (Un)sustainable development and disaster risk reduction in Serbia

Sustainable development has become one of the key elements in the formulation and imple-
mentation of development policies in the world, but also a key determinant of the development of 
nation-states in the future. On the other hand, no matter how well-prepared a country is and how 
solid its policy frameworks are, it will often face disasters with inevitable and very devastating con-
sequences. If recovery processes are only partially implemented and are not focused on strength-
ening resilience, the consequences of disasters can last for a very long time and affect the lives of 
entire generations (UNDP, 2014). As the Secretary-General of the United Nations reminds us: “Risk 
considerations should be included in all investments in sustainable development.” 

The new seventeen sustainable development goals are more comprehensive than those set out in 
the Millennium Development Goals of 2000. They cover a wide range of issues related to the econo-
my, social issues, the environment, governance, human rights and gender relations. The Sustainable 
Development Goals reflect the understanding that development has multiple dimensions and that 
development in one area depends on the results achieved in other areas. The Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals also place a much greater emphasis on the concept of resilience, including disaster risk 
reduction, which is an essential element for every country and a common theme that unifies the 
tasks set for each of the goals. In its recent history, Serbia has faced many challenges, of which, due 
to their scope and complexity, a significant place belongs to solving problems in the field of envi-
ronmental protection, disaster risk reduction and sustainable development. The concept and issues 
of sustainable development, as well as risk management in our country, are not new and unknown. 

At the UN Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, Serbia, 
as part of a federal state, supported the main guidelines of the conference, the most important of 
which are the following: peace, development and environmental protection are interdependent and 
indivisible, to achieve sustainable development, environmental protection is an integral part of the 
development process and cannot be considered separately from it. At the United Nations World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002, it opted for the implementation of 
the Johannesburg Plan of Action in its strategic documents, constantly bearing in mind the Rio Dec-
laration, Agenda 21 and the three Rio Conventions. At the same time, enthusiasm and commitment 
to sustainable development did not have the same intensity in all phases. Particularly noteworthy 
are the years 2002 and 2003, when this process was given a significant boost by the message of the 
then leadership of the Republic of Serbia to the World Summit on Sustainable Development, that 
“the environment is a priority and a significant support for economic development”, as well as the 
years 2009 and 2010, in which the confirmation of Serbia’s commitment to sustainable development 
by the country’s representatives at the Millennium Development Goals Summit can be highlighted. 

The most important document in this area is the National Sustainable Development Strategy 
(Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2008), which bases its solutions on European documents: 
the EU Sustainable Development Strategy adopted in 2001 and revised in 2006, and the EU Lisbon 
Strategy from 2009. The Strategy is aligned with the UN Millennium Development Goals and the 
National Millennium Development Goals in the Republic of Serbia, which were adopted by the 
Government of the Republic of Serbia in 2006. The orientation towards sustainable development is a 
logical choice for our country in the future, given the long-standing experience of unsustainable de-
velopment, especially in conditions of catastrophic consequences of risks, which require high costs 
and counted on short-term effects, even at the cost of a drastic slowdown in economic dynamics over 
a long period of time. Serbia has undoubtedly needed a decisive move towards the application of the 
principles of sustainable development in politics, the economy and all other areas of life, especially 
in disaster risk reduction. Instead of fragmented and poorly coordinated policy decisions affecting 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions of development, the aim was to achieve an 
integrated set of policies that work together to improve human well-being. Sustainable develop-
ment cannot be achieved without good governance, which ensures that different (economic, social, 
environmental, and institutional) priorities are based on a broad consensus in society and that the 
voices of all, especially the most vulnerable, are heard when decisions are made on the allocation of 
resources. The responsibility for implementing sustainable development lies largely with the state, 
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but other institutions from the private sector and civil society should also become active partners in 
the process.

Along with the progress in the application of the concept of sustainable development and the 
clearly visible need for its synergy with other areas, the need for transformation in the field of dis-
aster risk reduction has also been recognized. Globally, but also at the national level, the concept 
and practice of disaster risk reduction are reflected in systemic efforts to analyze the causal factors 
of disasters and to manage them, including reduced exposure to hazards, reduced vulnerability of 
people and property, sound land and environmental management, and improved preparedness for 
harmful events (UNISDR, 2009). One of the most important activities for preventive risk reduction 
and its consequences in Serbia in the process of transformation is building the capacity and resil-
ience of society to risks and disasters, which is directly correlated with sustainable development. 
The transformation process also implies that reconstruction as a process must not be viewed only 
through the prism of financial assistance to the community in order to strengthen resilience. 

A key component in this process, especially at the national level, is rehabilitation through edu-
cation and training among the affected population, but also in society in general, which needs to be 
given special emphasis through the planning and design of comprehensive educational programs. 
Also, in risk reduction and risk management, one should not seek a solution based on subjective as-
sessment and opinion, ignoring the socio-economic, environmental, institutional and other aspects 
that are highlighted in disasters. It is equally important that effective risk management implies, 
first of all, their understanding. This means that all those who analyze, assess risks and plan to 
manage them must understand its ambiguity - it is about the exposure of community components 
to a particular hazard, but also the likelihood of numerous consequences. These two components 
- exposure, and especially consequences - warn us that an even more important activity than risk 
management is disaster risk reduction. This activity, as a preventive one, is defined in international 
documents and in the national Law on Disaster Risk Reduction and Emergency Management from 
2018 as a policy aimed at preventing new and reducing existing risks. This is done through the im-
plementation of integrated economic, social, educational, normative, health, cultural, technological, 
political and institutional measures. They strengthen the preparedness of the community to respond 
to and mitigate the consequences of disasters. Therefore, in addition to risk assessment, a disaster 
risk reduction plan is of utmost importance.

The territory of the Republic of Serbia and the Western Balkans is threatened by numerous risks 
that threaten new consequences from year to year and directly endanger the further sustainable 
development of society. In the Republic of Serbia, in the period 1900–1940, 100 natural disasters oc-
curred every ten years, in 1960–1970 there were 650, and in 1980–1990 as many as 2000, while in the 
ten-year period 1990–2000 the number of disasters increased to 2800. The trend shows that the num-
ber of hazards is increasing from year to year, so in recent years the economic costs have tripled. In 
the Study on the Economic Benefits of RHMS of Serbia, weather-dependent economic sectors in the 
Republic of Serbia were identified, their share in gross national income (excluding value-added tax), 
and recorded and estimated damages. The share of weather-dependent sectors in the gross national 
income of the Republic of Serbia, excluding the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija, at 
constant 2002 prices excluding value-added tax, ranged from 42% to 43.8% in the period 2000 to 
2004. As early as 2005, the share of weather-dependent sectors in the gross national income of the 
Republic of Serbia was 47.18%. The World Bank study covered only 49% of weather-dependent sec-
tors and did not take into account damages caused by forest fires. However, during 2007, 258 forest 
fires were registered. The forest fires caused damage of around 40 million euros. 24 million euros 
are needed for the restoration alone. Indirect damage has not been estimated. (Government of the 
Republic of Serbia, 2011).

Analysis of further trends in terms of the type, frequency, causes and severity of catastrophic 
events in Serbia shows that there has been an increase in damage and economic consequences, es-
pecially due to floods and earthquakes, droughts and climate change. According to climate change 
projections in the Second National Communication to the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change for Serbia 2001–2030. (UNDP, 2015), the temperature increase will range between 
0.8 and 1.1 C°, while precipitation in most parts of the country is expected to increase moderately by 
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up to 5 percent in the period under review. Other climate change models predict a greater increase 
in temperature (up to 3.4–3.8 C°) and a decrease in precipitation of up to a maximum of 15 percent 
(Popović et al., 2009). Observations over the last two decades show that droughts usually affect the 
territory of Vojvodina in the north, as well as the southern parts of the country (Government of the 
Republic of Serbia, 2011). According to Andjelković and Kovač, the driest year in the last twenty-five 
years was 2012, when precipitation was very low and temperatures were high, over 35oC. It was 
the largest of the seven major droughts recorded and significantly affected agricultural production. 
Droughts cause significant economic losses in the Western Balkans and Serbia, especially in the ag-
ricultural, energy and water management sectors (Kovač & Andjelković, 2016).

The area of Serbia that is at risk from floods caused by hundred-year floods is 1.57 million ha, 
of which 1.45 million ha are located in Vojvodina. About 80% of the area at risk from floods is agri-
cultural land, including 512 larger settlements, 515 industries, 4,000 km of roads and 680 km of rail-
ways. In Vojvodina, this is about 1 million ha of agricultural land, 260 settlements, 3 840 km of roads 
and about 150 km of railways (Republic of Serbia, 2014). Floods are occurring more frequently and 
are becoming more destructive as a result of unsustainable economic development, especially poor 
management of forests and agricultural land, as well as uncontrolled urbanization. As Varga states, 
during the development of this area of water management to date, the principle of “flood control” 
has been primarily applied in Serbia, which involved the construction of significant and expensive 
investment facilities (dams, reservoirs, embankments, watercourse regulation, relief channels, etc.) 
to ensure safety for people and goods located in flood zones. The principle of “flood control” was, 
until the last decades of the last century, most often applied in the world, when a new one was in-
troduced - “living with floods”. This new concept is far more sustainable and seeks to harmonize 
the requirements of the “human” component (protection of goods and human lives) and the “eco-
logical” component (preservation or restoration of natural functions and resources of the floodplain) 
(Varga et al., 2001). 

Serbia felt the unsustainability of the existing concept of flood risk assessment and the entire 
disaster risk reduction system most acutely in the period from 1999 to 2006, and then in May 2014, 
when it was faced with catastrophic floods, accompanied by landslides, which affected more than 
two-thirds of our country (119 out of 165 municipalities), or 1.6 million people. 57 Serbian citizens 
lost their lives, and the total damage was estimated at over 1.7 billion euros, or about 4.7% of GDP in 
the year. More than 400 houses were destroyed, and about 20,000 housing units were damaged. The 
impact of the floods was by far the greatest in the field of production, and then in the field of social 
services and infrastructure. Looking at individual sectors, mining and energy were the most affect-
ed, followed by housing, agriculture, trade and transport. It is estimated that 1.346 billion euros are 
needed for restoration and reconstruction, 51,800 jobs were temporarily lost due to the interruption 
of work activities in the 24 most severely affected municipalities, and damage to the housing stock is 
also extensive, leading to a significant deterioration in the living conditions of the local population 
(RS, 2014). This disaster triggered a recession in the Serbian economy, which recorded a decline of 
1.8 percent in 2014, instead of the expected growth of 0.5 percent (Bijelić & Lazarević, 2015). The 
reconstruction began on 1 August 2014, immediately after the adoption of the Law on Flood Relief 
(Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2014). For these purposes, approximately 229 million euros 
in grants were approved (to the limited account of the Government of Serbia, from bilateral dona-
tions, from the EU Solidarity Fund and pre-allocated EU funds from pre-accession assistance) and 
300 million dollars in World Bank loans (approved in October 2014 for reconstruction in the energy, 
agriculture and water management sectors). To this should be added the expected amount of the 
Japanese Government loan of 65 million euros, for which a request has been submitted and which 
is intended for the reconstruction of the entire energy sector. Although these are large amounts of 
money, it seems that this is only a small part of the estimated damage.

The state of disaster resulting from the inability to control flood risks negatively affected Ser-
bia’s key macroeconomic and social indicators in 2014. Serbia’s vulnerable economy, affected by the 
floods, entered its third recession since the outbreak of the global economic crisis. Instead of the slow 
growth expected before the floods, real GDP fell by 1.8% in 2014. This was also contributed to by the 
slower-than-expected recovery of our largest foreign trade partners. Industrial activity decreased 
the most, and the floods caused the most damage to the mining and energy sectors, which are re-
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sponsible for the decline in industrial production by more than 80%. Electricity exports practically 
stopped in the second half of the year, so in the whole of 2014 they were lower than in the previous 
year. The floods increased the import of electricity, as well as the import of coal for its production. In 
contrast, the export of petroleum derivatives increased compared to 2013, while the value of imports 
decreased significantly due to the modernization of plants in the petroleum industry. Similarly, the 
decline in activity in the chemical and metal processing industries was also influenced by lower 
imports of natural gas. Given the high share of energy products in total imports and significantly 
lower in exports, the trade balance of the energy sector in 2014 was negative (NBS, 2015). The floods 
created additional pressure on public finances, through lower tax collection and higher costs in miti-
gating their consequences. However, fiscal developments were favourable in the second half of 2014, 
primarily due to fiscal consolidation measures taken in the area of combating the shadow economy 
and tax evasion, as well as reductions in public sector wages and pensions.

Previous analysis of catastrophic floods, but also the impact of numerous natural risks, most 
notably recent climate shocks, has highlighted the importance of strengthening the resilience of the 
economy and population to risks, extreme weather events and climate change. Disaster risk man-
agement in the country and the region, according to World Bank experts, should be promoted and 
included in national development strategies (WBG, 2015). Disaster risk reduction is a development 
issue of paramount importance. Efforts to avoid risk bring the greatest long-term return on invest-
ment in development. However, the intangible benefits of avoiding losses can make these efforts 
less politically attractive, making it difficult to include them in strategic development documents. 
Effective disaster risk management requires collective action by a wide range of key actors across 
ministries, departments, agencies and at all levels. In addition, institutional stability is needed, as 
well as a strong coordination mechanism between different sectors, to ensure the sustainability of 
these activities.

6. Conclusion

Sustainability has become a fundamental principle of development in more and more activities 
and organizations, from local to national and global levels. There has been much discussion about 
indicators and other elements of development to determine development policies and assess the lev-
el of progress. To this day, although the concept of sustainability has been common in the world for 
several decades, the goals and practical implications of sustainable development have not yet been 
fully accepted. Discussions and debates about the term “development” have not ended, although 
development has been discussed since the first steps of humanity’s civilization. The phrase “sustain-
able development” itself is in intensive use in many fields that analyze this concept from different 
angles and are associated with it, but also has different approaches, which often causes difficulties 
in its practical application. 

The goal is to solve the problem of the state of disasters before they occur and threaten develop-
ment, that is, to ensure that the development model does not lead to disasters. Disaster risk reduc-
tion focuses on risks, not disasters themselves, and the concept of disaster risk reduction empha-
sizes the need to reduce the exposure to hazards and the vulnerability of people and communities 
and to improve preparedness and early warning systems for potential risks. Disaster risks depend 
on the level of development in given contexts, including demographics, poverty, gender equality, 
urbanization, the environment, and climate change. The main lesson is that we as individuals and 
societies are still extremely vulnerable. It is therefore important to understand that the elements of 
sustainable resilience are ongoing risk assessment, improved early warning systems, support for de-
cision-makers, long-term investment in risk reduction, planning and implementation of prevention 
measures, and international cooperation.

Summarizing the previous discussion, we can conclude that the current model of economic de-
velopment is accompanied by numerous natural risks, climate change, poverty and inequality and 
as such increases the risk of disasters and is not sustainable in the long term. Disaster situations 
cause great loss of human life, destruction of economic and social infrastructure, as well as envi-
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ronmental consequences. This undermines the capacity of many, primarily underdeveloped and 
middle-income countries, to undertake capital investments and provide social expenditures neces-
sary to achieve sustainable development. To break this vicious circle and prevent a sharp increase 
in disaster risks, their causes must be addressed. This implies a transformation of the development 
model, taking into account sustainability criteria. Therefore, disaster risks should be managed from 
within, from the development process, which can play a key role in the transition of development 
from an unsustainable to a sustainable path.
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