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The International Disaster Reduction Day provides a welcome opportunity to highlight the need to take appropriate measures to reduce the vulnerability of the world community to natural disasters. Natural hazards are inevitable and can threaten everyone, but they tend to hit communities in developing countries, especially, the least developed countries, the hardest, increasing their vulnerability and setting back their economic growth and social development, sometimes by decades. This was demonstrated again recently by the considerable loss of lives and socio-economic impact as a result of weather-, climate- and water-related disasters in many parts of the world.  These include hurricanes in the Caribbean and USA, typhoons in North West Pacific and floods in East and South-East Asia and North West African invasion of locusts whose incubation, population and trajectory of movement are highly dependent on weather conditions. 

In view of such vulnerabilities, decision-makers in both the public and private sectors are increasingly recognizing the critical importance of building disaster-resilient communities. It is a challenging task, which can be achieved through developing comprehensive and proactive risk-reduction strategies and building a culture of prevention based on an improved knowledge base, political commitment, strong institutions and public education.

It is therefore appropriate that the theme of the International Disaster Reduction Day emphasizes “learning” as one of the key elements in building a culture of prevention.  This can be achieved through risk assessment, planning and preparedness at all levels.  Critical to this process is the need to bring awareness to the public and the decision-makers in understanding, anticipating and planning for these risks and to take into account early warnings. For example, in the recent events, where hurricanes ravaged several countries, many lives were saved through preparedness measures including large-scale evacuation, particularly in Cayman Island, Cuba, Jamaica and USA.  This was made possible thanks to the timely response to early warnings based on increasingly accurate forecasts from National Meteorological and Hydrological Services and from WMO Regional Specialized Centres, an attestation to the value of the WMO system in the generation and issuance of early warnings and their use in disaster preparedness.
As the leading scientific and technical intergovernmental agency on weather, climate and water, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), through its scientific and technical programmes and in working with its Regional Specialized Meteorological Centres and the National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs) of its Members, has unparalleled global operational facilities and capabilities, through harnessing up to date technologies, to observe, detect, forecast and issue early warnings for a wide variety of natural hazards. WMO is committed to keeping countries well informed, to collaborating with them in all stages of disaster management and to working with them in the realization of the benefits of technological advances to build strong disaster-resilient communities. 

A key component of WMO’s strategy is to emphasize development of a culture of prevention and pre-disaster strategies. This could be done through further improvements in risk assessment, monitoring, forecasting for early warnings, capacity building and raising the awareness of the public as well as decision makers through education, awareness building and sharing of knowledge and information. To this end, WMO has launched its Natural Disaster Mitigation and Prevention Programme (DPM), which seeks to enhance its collaboration with international, regional and national partners in taking key initiatives that will address these goals. In this regard, WMO is actively participating in the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) and working closely with the ISDR Secretariat and the National Meteorological and Hydrological Services of the world in the preparation of the World Conference on Disaster Reduction (Kobe, Japan 18-22 January 2005). 

On this occasion, I would appeal to all governments, development partners, the meteorological and hydrological communities including the NMHSs, the academia, the private sector and the media to work together in developing and inculcating a culture of prevention as a vital contribution to the successful implementation of the Millennium Development Goals and the sustainable development of all nations.
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