1
3

INTER-AGENCY TASK FORCE FOR DISASTER REDUCTION

Geneva, 27-28 April 2000

Introductory Statement by the Chair, Ms. Carolyn McAskie,

Emergency Relief Coordinator, a.i.

Introduction

· Welcome and thank you for coming. I am pleased to chair this first meeting of the Inter-Agency Task Force for Disaster Reduction. I look forward to our discussions today and tomorrow on how we, collectively, can implement the Strategy for Disaster Reduction.

· As you know, the number and scale of natural disasters have increased steadily in recent years. Natural disasters incur a huge cost in terms of human lives, financial and social loss to communities and governments, and have a devastating impact on the environment, with the destruction of natural ecosystems and pollution. 

· Natural disasters know no boundaries. In the past year we have witnessed massive flooding in Mozambique, Madagascar and Venezuela; destructive earthquakes in Turkey and the island of Taiwan, and a growing drought in the Horn of Africa, among other crises. 

· The catastrophic flooding experienced in Central America graphically illustrated the extent to which social inequalities aggravate the impact of natural disasters. These disasters laid bare the extreme vulnerability of the poor, and underscored the pressing need for sustainable, environmentally sound policies focussing on social equality and poverty alleviation.

· In Turkey, the impact of last year’s earthquakes was staggering despite the extensive scientific knowledge on seismic risk that was available and the existence of strict building codes. In order for prevention measures to work, they  must permeate all levels of society and be implemented. 

· Last winter’s storms in France demonstrated that as societies become ever more technologically sophisticated, their vulnerability increases as well.

· Environmental concerns play a central role in natural disaster reduction efforts. It is clear to everyone that deforestation contributes to the increased frequency and severity of floods and landslides. Atmospheric hazards also demonstrate the trans-boundary effects and regional dimensions of natural disasters. 
· Hence, natural disasters affect all parts the world, developing and developed countries alike. Countries that are at different stages of development are affected in different ways. As a consequence, approaches to disaster reduction must be tailored to the specific situation of a given country or region.

The Strategy

· As a Task Force, we have come together to implement the strategy for disaster reduction, which provides a unified platform to help us work together in a more coherent manner, and ensure that we learn from each other and benefit from each other’s strengths. 

· This strategy is spelled out in the document “A Safer World in the 21st Century: Disaster and Risk Reduction”.  It was adopted by the international community at the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction’s (IDNDR) Programme Forum in July 1999. 
· The strategy’s vision, simply put, is “to enable communities to become resilient to the effects of natural, technological and environmental hazards, thus reducing the compound risks they pose to social and economic vulnerabilities within modern societies”.  

· The strategy seeks “to proceed from protection against hazards to the management of risk, by integrating risk prevention strategies into sustainable development activities.” 

· The strategy serves as the basis for ISDR – the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction – and provides a blueprint for all of us on how to proceed. This Task Force has been created to coordinate the efforts of the international community in implementing the strategy. 

· The strategy consists of four main goals: 

1. Increase public awareness of the risk of natural disasters

2. Obtain commitments from and public authorities to reduce risks

3. Engage public participation to create disaster-resistant communities

4. Reduce the economic and social losses of disasters

· ISDR clearly builds on the network and the experience accumulated by IDNDR. Yet, I believe that it is incumbent upon the ISDR to take the achievements of the IDNDR to a different level. IDNDR’s main achievement was to generate awareness of disaster reduction world-wide; ISDR’s task is now to translate this awareness into reality. 

· In other words, the task at hand now is to implement the strategy. This requires a different approach, different targets, and different tools as compared to the past. In short, the work that we are confronted with differs qualitatively from that carried out by IDNDR. 

· IDNDR succeeded in mobilising the scientific and technical community to elaborate and spread the knowledge base. ISDR must continue to rely on the scientific and technical community, but with a focus on assisting national authorities and local communities, on whom the successful implementation of the strategy will largely depend. Our mandate is to help all relevant constituents manage their vulnerability in order to reduce risk; science and technology provide essential tools in this effort. 

· In order to reach the varied constituencies, we will have to adapt our message, our language, and our approach. This will require innovation, creativity and above all a keen sense of outreach. This is essential, if we want our message to get across.

· One aspect of our work, which remains unchanged from IDNDR, is the need to forge strategic partnerships. The ISDR is nothing more or less than a platform which belongs to all the stakeholders that adopt it. The strategy belongs to you, and it cannot and will not be implemented without your active participation. Hence, it is essential to create a synergy among all partners, to maximise our individual contributions to the implementation of the strategy.

· At the same time, the strategy provides a framework flexible enough to allow each of the stakeholders to operate according to its own mandate and approach. Indeed, disaster reduction by definition crosses sectoral and disciplinary boundaries, and this constitutes its greatest strength.

The Task Force
· In this context, the primary role of the Inter-Agency Task Force is to promote the coordinated and cooperative implementation of the principles and guidelines contained in the strategy. Since disaster reduction is a field in which no institution or organisation has a universal mandate, the Task Force has a crucial role to play in coordinating international efforts in disaster reduction. 
· To achieve this goal, the Task Force is composed of three main and distinct constituencies: (1) agencies belonging to the U.N. system; (2) representatives of civil society; and (3) regional institutions. In addition, we are pleased to see so many governments and other organisations present here today as observers. 
· I am very much looking forward to hearing your views on where we stand in disaster reduction, what are the gaps, and what areas we should give priority to in order to make real progress. We as the Task Force are collectively responsible for implementing the strategy. We are also collectively responsible for ensuring accountability for its implementation. I would like us to discuss specifically how we can ensure an appropriate level of accountability in our work.

· At the end of our discussions today and tomorrow, we will agree upon the work plan for the Task Force for the remainder of the year 2000. It will outline the steps we need to take to implement the strategy, not only at the international level, but more importantly at the national and community levels.  

· I recognise that it is ambitious to expect this first meeting of the Task Force to agree upon a meaningful programme of work to guide the international community in implementing the Strategy for Disaster Reduction. Yet, our success will depend on our ability to operationalise the Strategy, translating it into concrete, measurable activities to be carried out by each and everyone. 

· Let me emphasise once more the "ownership" of all Task Force members of the final product of the meeting, the programme of work. This must result from a collective effort, engaging all of the members and, of course, the observers. 
· As we embark on the implementation of this ambitious Strategy, allow me also to remind donor countries in particular that without adequate funding, the Task Force will not be able to carry out its responsibilities. The same of course applies to the ISDR Secretariat. Even with its lean structure and small size, the Secretariat urgently needs significant pledges if it is to carry out its work in the coming months. 
Conclusion

· In conclusion, I would like to make four points, which I know are fully shared by the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs. First, if we want to be effective, we must place the goal of reducing vulnerability to natural disasters squarely in the context of sustainable development strategies. 

· My second point, which is partly related to the first one, is that we must look at disaster management in a holistic manner, as a continuum starting from prevention, to preparedness, mitigation and response. Each of these important aspects can teach us lessons about the other ones. If we want to learn these lessons, maximize the impact of our efforts and make tangible progress, we must create synergies between disaster prevention, preparedness, mitigation and response. 

· My third point is to recall the words of the United Nations Secretary-General: “we must shift from a culture of reaction to a culture of prevention.” As we all well know, bringing about a cultural change is the most difficult of all tasks, but also the most gratifying. Let us work together towards this ambitious goal.

· Finally, again in the words of the United Nations Secretary-General in his Millennium Report: “We must put people at the centre of everything we do. No calling is more noble, and no responsibility greater…” Ultimately, disaster prevention is about saving lives and alleviating the unnecessary fear of living at risk that still threatens too many people around the world.

