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The American Region and Disaster reduction:
The countries of the Americas have a long and painful experience with natural disasters.  From major earthquakes and volcanic eruptions to hurricanes and floods, sudden impact natural disasters have set back the social and economic development of the Member States of the Organization of the American States (OAS).

In the last few years alone, each of us may recall the devastating hurricanes Georges and Mitch, the dramatic floods, droughts, and forest fires resulting from El Niño, the earthquake in Colombia or the volcanic eruption in Ecuador. In each instance, some level of social and economic  progress  made over the decade were lost.

 The countries of the Americas have not remained passive in face of this risk.  All have established or strengthened their civil protection systems or similar mechanisms for coordinated response, and they started to introduce vulnerability reduction as a key factor in their development plans.  Key actors in this are the local communities, states and countries.  The efforts of those actors need to be clearly acknowledged and supported by the ISDR. We should perhaps also modestly recognize that the renewed attention being paid to natural disasters is primarily due to the devastation brought about by recent disasters and that support and guidance from international or regional institutions have played a somewhat more modest role 
These efforts, however encouraging though they may be, fell short of providing protection to those populations exposed to Hurricanes Georges and Mitch and other natural disasters. The countries of the Americas recognize the need for a more assertive and better coordinated strategy to reduce the vulnerabilty of both their populations and their economy. The central point is making disaster reduction a development issue at the national level, not merely coordination from an international agency or regional agency.

The institutions of the Inter-American System have also risen to the challenge.  The OAS Secretariat through its longstanding project on Natural Hazards has played a leading role in advocating the inclusion of disaster reduction in development policies and decision-making.  The Inter-American Development Bank has formulated a far-reaching policy and plan of action for reducing the vulnerability of the countries and is now the leader in promoting disaster mitigation and prevention in the reconstruction process after Mitch.  The Pan American Health Organization, the health arm of the Inter-American System, has led the health system in its efforts to reduce the health impact of national disasters.

The Inter-American Committee for Natural Disaster reduction (IACNDR)

Recognizing the need to further strengthen the OAS role in disaster reduction from prevention to relief, the OAS General Assembly adopted Resolution 1682, in June 1999, establishing " the Inter-American Committee for Natural Disaster Reduction (IACNDR) as the principal forum for matters relating to natural disasters”. To be chaired by the Secretary-General of the OAS, the IACNDR comprises the following members:

· The chair of the OAS Permanent Council, 

· the Assistant Secretary-General of the OAS, 

· the President of the Inter American Development Bank (IDB), 

· the Director of PAHO, 

· the Secretary-General of the Pan American Institute of Geography and History, 

· the Director-General of the Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA), and 

· the Executive-Secretary of the Inter-American Council for Integral Development (CIDI).

The resolution states that the IACNDR is the principal forum for discussions of issues related to disaster reduction, in coordination with the competent national organizations and offer “strategic thinking, recommendations on initiatives, and advice on methods of financing them, paying special attention to policies and programs to reduce the vulnerability of member states to natural disasters.”  Indeed the regional mandate of the IACNDR offers striking similarities and complementarity to the global mandate of the ISDR.

The IACNDR, and by way of this committee, all of the Inter-American Institutions, appreciate the initiative of the United Nations to invite the regional organizations to participate and contribute to the Task Force of ISDR. The IACNDR will strive to represent effectively the collective interest of the Americas and in particular the Latin American and Caribbean Countries in disaster reduction. 

The IACNDR contribution to the Task Force:

The IACNDR strongly endorses and pledges its regional support to the goals identified for the Task Force:

(a)
Increasing public awareness

(b) Obtaining commitment by public authorities

(c) Creating disaster resilient communities

(d) Reducing economic and social loss

Indeed, they are basically the very objectives assigned to the IACNDR by the American countries.

Public Awareness and Political Commitment:

We may suggest that there is a progression in the four goals of the Task Force, the first two being the preliminary steps for the last two, disaster resilient communities and ultimately, reduced losses. In other words, a practical approach would lead us to place the emphasis on the first two prerequisites or steps: public awareness and political commitment.  
We therefore heartily support the approach of the Secretariat to focus first on awareness and public commitment. It is a logical continuation of the area of greatest impact of the IDNDR:  to raise the visibility of disaster issues.

In the last decades, much has been learned on the scientific and technical sides. All this accumulated knowledge, published and circulated by the Inter Agency Regional Center for Disaster Information in Costa Rica (CRID), cosponsored and directed by ISDR,  as well as by other local, provincial, national, international and regional organizations, has not prevented Hurricane Mitch and other disasters from destroying the lives and well-being of millions in Central America.

Failure to disseminate or receive warning, lack of political will and investments into addressing the known vulnerability have been more critical factors in our countries than lack of scientific knowledge or the latest equipment. Securing public awareness and political commitment are indeed and should remain the first and main priority of our respective committees and task forces.  

The IACNDR suggests that the principal task of changing development objectives to include disaster reduction as part of the planning and implementation undertaken by each sector, is focusing collective efforts toward the practical, concrete and actual application of what we already know.  
ISDR Mechanisms:

Since the early inception of the IDNDR, there are many more players in the disaster reduction field. This surge in interest is too be credited to the efforts of the Secretariat.  Disaster reduction together with the Internet and information technology is now a growth industry!  The international financial institutions, all the UN agencies, the NGOs, all have increased support to the countries.

So many initiatives, so much international interest in disaster reduction call for a mechanism at the global, regional and country levels to coordinate, guide, and sustain this effort. The need for these mechanisms is urgent.

To serve as the "main forum within the UN for continued and concerted emphasis on natural disaster reduction "and "defining strategies for international cooperation at all levels in this field," the ISDR and its Task Force must balance functionality and universality. All interlocutors and key players: all concerned  UN agencies, the subregional organizations, and above all, the vulnerable countries should be in position to contribute and participate.  The role of developmental NGOs, the concern of the civil societies and local organizations should be taken into account, if we wish to have real impact and effect changes in attitudes. 

Faced with this challenge, IACNDR established three working groups with a broader offering and less formal forum for exchange and deliberations. These working groups address respectively the issue of assessment of disaster vulnerability in development, the financing mechanisms and finally the topic of preparedness and response.

Regional cooperation with IDNDR, the predecessor of ISDR, has been particularly beneficial to the advancement of disaster prevention/mitigation in the Region.  It is our greatest hope that the eight-year old collaboration and mutual support among the regional ISDR Project with headquarters in Costa Rica, and the regional and national institutions will continue and be strengthened.

The presence of strong subregional disasters reduction organizations such as CEPREDENAC in Central America, and CDERA in the Caribbean are both proof of the vitality and dedication of the countries, as well as the result of the collaboration among the UN System and the Inter-American Systems.

The voice of these agencies, closest to the experience of the countries than many of us are, should be heard in this forum. We must collectively find mechanisms to open our discussions to these front line actors.  

Lessons Learned in future disasters:

Societies are learning through experience, that is, trial and error. Past disasters have taught the public and politicians more than our collective training programs could achieve alone. For this reason, we suggest that the ISDR focus part of its attention on collecting and disseminating the lessons learned from future disasters.. An independent body such as the Task Force could be a valuable tool to evaluate scientifically and technically what others must learn from the tragedy of one community or a nation. These lessons, this practical knowledge belong to everyone and are critical at a post-disaster time when a window of opportunity opens to trigger societal changes.

   Conclusion:

For a decade, the Inter American system has collaborated closely with OCHA and the IDNDR Secretariat. We are looking forward to pursuing this mutually beneficial relationship at the regional level through the Task Force and the ISDR field unit in Costa Rica.  The task of reducing the impact of disasters is on one the one hand so overwhelming and on the other, so critical for the accomplishment of the mission of the OAS and the members of the IACNDR, that the open avenue is to join forces for the benefits of our member states. 

