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Abstract 

Most of the so-called ‘less-favoured areas’ are also disaster-prone areas. In recent decades, the 

discourses about sustainable regional development and disaster management in vulnerable territories 

show an increasing concern towards enhancing disaster risk reduction (DRR) and resilience at the 

local community level. Overall, at least at the theoretical and international policy level, there is an 

increasing recognition of the pro-active role local communities can and should have in planned 

interventions. Discrepancies between theory and practice, however, are still evident in the ongoing 

development processes designed and implemented by local action groups and local, national and 

international development agencies. The result is that, most of the time, funds are often spent on 

poorly-planned interventions and/or on projects whose meaning and implementation are often 

captured and distorted by national or local political and economic elites. Planned interventions 

funded by national or international funding schemes are often imposed on sub-regional territories 

with limited accountability in relation to the money spent, the local actors engaged, the social and 

environmental impacts created. Because of the lack of any coherent formal assessment and 

evaluation procedures, and of fair and participatory processes, post-disaster and development 

interventions often create widespread discontent and mistrust among local communities. They often 

increase inequalities and social vulnerabilities within the area of intervention, and they fail to reduce 

disaster risk, or to enhance cohesion and resilience at local levels. Social Impact Assessment is a 

promising field that has the potentialities to become an effective assessment that would enhance 

social outcomes in sustainable place-based development. The SIA community should work harder 

to fully establish the relevance and effectiveness of SIA on the European and the world stages within 

sustainable disaster management and place based development, by enlarging its operating area in 

order to support disaster and development agencies and those local communities living in vulnerable 

regions, to achieve social development outcomes such as enhanced DRR (i.e. prevention) and 

resilience of people and their living places. In this paper, we provide a reflection on the potential of 

SIA to assist in understanding, recognizing, engaging and enhancing the resilience of local 

communities living in vulnerable rural areas. 

The place of local communities and local wellbeing in regional development  

In recent decades, European Union policies concerning local development carried out in the so called 

‘less favoured regions’ (i.e. vulnerable territories) are showing an increasing concern towards local 

communities. Since the 1998 Vitoria-Gasteiz declaration, rural development policies are supposed 

to generate income and employment, “which protects physical and socio-cultural environment, 

biodiversity and landscape, which promotes balanced land management and contributes to overall 
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community resilience and therefore local communities capacities to drive changes and turn the 

prevention of impacts, and the management of risks and vulnerabilities into new social opportunities. 
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