Statement by Markku Niskala, Secretary General of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

The advantages of informal learning for disaster reduction

To mark the International Day of Disaster Reduction on October 13th we wish to remind everyone of the moral imperative to protect our planet and environment from the impact of disasters. Future generations (the children of today) have a major role to play in this respect. They will be the leaders of tomorrow, and must therefore learn about the long-term need to protect their planet through a global culture of prevention, so as to live in a safer world when they grow up.

The fundamental element in this exercise is to promote appropriate changes in behaviour and make children understand that natural hazards do not necessarily turn into disasters.

It is children who become the best teachers of their families and their communities.

Our experience around the world shows that informal learning gives children and their communities the facts so that they can deal with hazards within their community. For example, river debris can lead to flooding, but with regular clean-up activities this risk is reduced. Simple measures such as this contribute to disaster reduction among vulnerable communities. 

Education of youth in disaster risk reduction is global, and can address all types of hazards and risks, be they of seismic nature or weather-related.  It is better to learn about the threat of hazards prevailing in the community in which one lives than be caught unprepared.

Disaster reduction has been gradually integrated into education curricula and awareness-raising programmes; but a lot still needs to be done to fully empower younger generations to take the necessary measures to reduce the vulnerability of their communities to natural hazards, and to learn to live with risk. Disaster reduction must be incorporated as an integral part of major education programmes from the very first stages of education, particularly in disaster-prone countries.

Young people are concerned about ensuring a better quality of life. We should capitalize on this force for change, and encourage their enthusiasm and idealism to spur action and move it in the right direction. Young people should be allowed direct participation in the decision-making process for the protection of their environment, and be given the opportunity to develop their own sense of responsibility.

Throughout the world the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies works with communities to increase their resilience to natural hazards. Our informal learning programmes in schools and communities lead to better preparedness. We fully support our partner organizations in our common goal of disaster reduction. 

We know that education will lead to better preparedness which will save lives. For this reason children need to know how to protect their community and themselves from natural hazards so that they don’t escalate into disasters – it is our job to help equip them with this knowledge.
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