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Why Vulnerability Assessments
Matter
When new infrastructure or energy projects are

developed, they can affect local communities in many

ways. While most residents adapt without major

difficulties, some groups face higher risks or have fewer

resources to cope. This is why vulnerability

assessments are an essential part of environmental and

social assessments.



Assessing vulnerability
in E&S assessments

Every infrastructure or energy
project aims to improve people’s
lives. A new road shortens travel
times, a solar power plant provides
clean energy and a new water
supply system ensures reliable
access. Yet, in reality, costs and
benefits are not equally
distributed among people. Certain
groups bear greater impacts, have
fewer resources to adapt or face
difficulties participating in
decision-making processes. 

These groups are called
vulnerable. This does not mean
they are “weak” or “passive”
(many have strong community
ties and coping strategies), but in
certain situations (such as
project implementation), their
rights, health or daily life may be
at greater risk.

Why focus on vulnerable
groups?

Vulnerability is context-

specific: it depends on the

project, location and

circumstances of individuals.

Not everyone in a vulnerable

category will be affected in

the same way.



Environmental and social (E&S)
assessments are studies conducted
before project implementation to
identify how the project could affect
the environment and communities. 

They examine both environmental
impacts (such as air quality, noise,
water or land use) and social
impacts (such as displacement,
economic loss, health, safety and
cultural heritage). The E&S
assessment process ensures that
projects are planned in a way that
minimises negative impacts and and
support equitable outcomes 

Vulnerability assessment is an
essential part every E&S assessment.
By understanding who may be most
affected, measures to reduce risks
can be designed, safety ensured and
equitable outcomes supported.



Vulnerable groups are populations that may face higher exposure
to risks, lower capacity to cope or less access to information and
services. These groups may require specific attention when
projects alter their environment or daily routines. Several groups
are commonly identified with most common impacts anticipated:

Children and youth –
especially if exposed to
hazards such as construction
zones, noise and air pollution.
During, for example, road or
railway reconstruction,
children’s normal routes to
school may be blocked, forcing
them to take longer,
potentially unsafe routes.
Without adequate site
protection or supervision,
children may access hazardous
areas and their limited
cognitive and physical
capacities can make it harder
for them to recognise and
avoid risks. 

Elderly individuals – limited
mobility or pre-existing health
conditions make access to
essential services critical.
Temporary disruptions, such as
blocked roads or interrupted
transport, can significantly
affect their ability to reach
healthcare or shops.

Who are vulnerable groups?

Pregnant and breastfeeding
women – may face increased
health risks from dust, noise or
chemical exposure. Access to
prenatal care can be disrupted if
transportation or healthcare
facilities are affected.

Economically disadvantaged or
informal users – for example,
households making a living from
small-scale farming or land use
that overlaps with project areas.
These households often have
limited financial reserves and
may struggle to adapt to project-
induced changes. Economic
vulnerability may also be
combined with informal land use,
meaning they do not have legal
ownership and may not be fully
covered by compensation
regulations, increasing exposure
to project impacts and economic
disadvantage.



Minority or marginalised
groups – such as Roma
communities or any other
ethnic minorities who may
often have limited access to
resources, services and
decision-making processes,
which reduces their ability to
protect their rights and
interests. These groups can
also be invisible in official data
but are highly affected by
project interventions.
Vulnerability can also arise
from general social exclusion
or discrimination, which may
exacerbate risks during
project implementation.

Vulnerabilities related to
household structure – single-
parent households, single-
person households or families
with multiple children all could
face limited support and
resources, which can make it
harder to cope with
disruptions or attend
consultations. 

Who are vulnerable groups?

Education-related vulnerabilities –
individuals with low or no formal
education. Lower educational levels
may reduce the ability to access or
understand project information,
increasing the risk of exclusion
from decision-making or
adaptation measures.

Health-related vulnerabilities –
individuals with chronic illnesses,
mental health challenges or
physical disabilities. These groups
face heightened risks from
environmental hazards, restricted
access to healthcare and limitations
in engaging with project processes.

Returnee status – individuals or
families who have returned to their
previous homes after displacement.
Past trauma, emotional attachment
to land and possible
marginalisation can increase
sensitivity to project disruptions.

However, being part of a particular vulnerable group does not
automatically make someone vulnerable as an individual; these
categories just serve as a starting point for assessment with the
specific context of the project determining who is actually at risk.
Vulnerabilities can generally be distinguished into contextually
vulnerable groups and intrinsically vulnerable groups (explained
below).



An additional layer of vulnerability
assessment is interchangeability and
overlap of vulnerabilities: a single
individual may belong to multiple
categories simultaneously, with
different vulnerabilities interacting or
compounding each other. For
example, an informal land user who is
also elderly and has a chronic health
condition may experience greater
overall risk than any of these factors
alone would suggest. Another
example could be a single-parent
household with low income and a
disabled child. 

Additional factors, such as proximity
to construction sites or limited
access to services, can create
temporary vulnerabilities even for
individuals who would otherwise be
considered low risk (for example,
families living nearby the project site,
commuters whose daily access
routes are temporarily blocked or
households who experience delays in
accessing water, electricity or
healthcare).



Contextual vulnerability refers
to situations where a person’s
characteristics or
circumstances only create risk
in relation to specific project
impacts. For example, women in
general can be considered a
vulnerable group in some
contexts, particularly where
access to resources, decision-
making or services is limited.
However, in a road construction
project, a healthy, employed,
educated woman without
caregiving responsibilities may
not experience the same risks
such as pregnant
women/women with young
children (who may face mobility
challenges, increased health
risks or difficulties in attending
consultations) or illiterate
woman (who may struggle to
access information, understand
written materials or effectively
participate in decision-making
processes). 

Intrinsic vulnerability, on the
other hand, applies to groups
who are inherently sensitive to
certain project impacts
regardless of context. Children,
elderly people or persons with
disabilities, for example, are
more susceptible to noise, dust
or restricted access to essential
services such as schools or
healthcare facilities. These
groups are considered
automatically at higher risk
because the nature of the
project itself will directly affect
them.

Contextual vulnerability

Intrinsic vulnerability

In conclusion, their vulnerability
is not inherent but arises from
the interaction between
personal circumstances and
project activities.



Illustrative vulnerability in
the Balkan context: Formal
vs. informal land users
For many projects, the most
immediate and tangible
impact is the loss of land or
access due to project
activities, particularly when
land acquisition is required. In
this context, distinguishment
is necessary between two main
groups of affected people:
formal land users and informal
land users.

Formal land users are
individuals or households who
legally own the land or have
recognised tenure rights.
When a project affects their
property, these users are
directly impacted, but their
legal status provides a basis
for compensation according
to national laws and project
policies. Their vulnerability
may still be influenced by
other factors, such as age,
health or economic
dependence on the land, but
the existence of legal
protection generally reduces
the risk of uncompensated
loss.

Formal land users

Informal land users
Informal land users, on the
other hand, rely on land or
resources without formal legal
ownership. This may include
small-scale farmers,
beekeepers, seasonal workers
or even households living on
the land. When project
activities limit or remove
access to the land, these users
are immediately affected.
Unlike formal owners, they
often lack legal recourse or
guaranteed compensation,
making them particularly
sensitive to the loss of
livelihoods and resources.
Informal users may also face
compounded vulnerabilities,
especially if they are low-
income, care for children or
have health challenges.

Both formal and informal
users can experience multiple,
overlapping vulnerabilities,
but the key difference lies in
legal protection and recourse. 



Vulnerabilities can manifest at different stages of a project,
depending on the type of activity and the characteristics of
affected individuals or groups.

When do vulnerabilities arise?

In the operation phase,
vulnerabilities may continue in
different forms. Long-term
impacts such as air pollution,
changes in land use or ongoing
noise can affect surrounding
communities, even after
construction ends. These
impacts may be less intense than
during construction but can
persist for years, influencing
public health, environmental
quality and overall well-being.

During the construction phase,
people may be exposed to
temporary but significant
impacts. These can include
noise and dust, which affect
daily life and health, increased
traffic and road closures and
restricted access to essential
services such as schools,
healthcare facilities or
community centres. Children,
elderly people and those with
health conditions are often
particularly sensitive during
this phase, as their ability to
navigate disruptions may be
limited.

While formal users can rely on established procedures for
compensation or land replacement, informal users require careful
assessment and tailored mitigation measures to address the risks
created by project impacts.



Economic impacts are another
critical dimension. People may
lose access to land or resources
due to expropriation or project
activities, which can disrupt
livelihoods and increase costs for
transportation, health or daily
living. Vulnerability arises
particularly for those without
formal land ownership or stable
income, as they may lack legal
protection or the means to
recover from loss.

Finally, social consequences
can create additional
vulnerabilities. Individuals or
groups may be excluded from
decision-making processes or
encounter barriers to
information about the project,
reducing their ability to
participate in consultations or
safeguard their interests.
Socially marginalised groups,
including certain minorities or
informal land users, may be at
higher risk if communication
and engagement are not
carefully designed.



Therefore, the task of E&S assessments is to ensure that
vulnerability assessments are comprehensive, capturing both
immediate and long-term risks and supporting the design of
targeted mitigation measures to protect those most affected.

Vulnerabilities arise when project activities intersect with people’s

lives. During construction, noise, dust, traffic and restricted access

to schools or clinics can create immediate challenges. Later,

operational impacts such as air pollution, land use changes or

ongoing noise may continue to affect communities. Economic and

social factors can compound these risks. The combination of

personal circumstances, location and project activity determines

who is most affected.



Primary data collection – surveys
and interviews (household
composition, health, income,
access).

Community engagement – local
community office/representatives,
CSOs and other community groups
can help identify at-risk
populations.

Secondary data review – existing
studies, statistics and reports.

Field observations – e.g., mapping
distances and routes to schools,
clinics and other community
facilities to estimate potential
impacts/risks.

Professional judgement – assessors
combine facts with local context
and their experience.

How is a vulnerability assessment
conducted?

Vulnerability assessments combine
multiple sources:



Principles of good practice

Inclusiveness – all voices,
especially less visible groups,
must be heard.

Accessible communication –
clear language, translations,
convenient meeting times.

Context-specific approach –
solutions must fit local
circumstances.

Prevention and mitigation – safe
routes, accessible consultations,
healthcare access.

Human-rights focus – respecting
health, safety, education and
environmental protection.

Inclusion and early engagement

reduce misunderstandings,

improve outcomes and strengthen

trust with local communities.

Good practice in engagement
and mitigation is based on
several key principles:



Conclusion
Vulnerability assessment is not an
exact science; however, it does rely
on a combination of data, context
and professional judgement.
Surveys, consultations, secondary
data and experience together help
anticipate risks for children, elderly,
persons with disabilities and other
vulnerable groups.

When applied thoughtfully, these
assessments guide project planning
to minimise negative impacts,
enhance fairness and promote
inclusiveness. The approach needs
to focus on practical application,
ensuring that various vulnerable
groups are considered and
mitigation measures created to
protect, support community well-
being and contribute to resilient
development.
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