Report from South Pacific Applied Geoscience Commission (SOPAC) to First Task Force Meeting for the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction

27-28th April, 2000, Geneva

The purpose of this paper is to provide background material for the First task Force meeting of the ISDR from SOPAC. SOPAC is the regional intergovernmental organisation in the Pacific region mandated with the responsibility for co-ordination of disaster management activities. 

This is not a comprehensive review or statement on the position in regard to disaster management in the Pacific islands region, rather two items are highlighted which SOPAC feels are of relevance to the future work of the Task Force; (i) the Alafua Statement, and (ii) second the recent work on environmental vulnerability been carried out at SOPAC.

It will be supplemented by a Powerpoint presentation.

ALAFUA STATEMENT

DISASTER MANAGEMENT in PACIFIC ISLAND COUNTRIES: 2000 and BEYOND

The 8th Meeting of Regional Disaster Managers in Pacific Island Countries (PICs) held in Alafua, Apia, Samoa 6-10th September 1999, noted that the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) ends on 31st December 1999, and: 

· agreed that there is a need to act now to ensure initiatives to support disaster management activities in PICs, which are all small island developing states (SIDS), are continued into next millenium in order to make PICs a safer place to live in.

· recognised that sustainable development in the PICs is increasingly hampered by natural and human-induced disasters that are having negative impact in across economic, environmental and social sectors.

· recognised this overall increased vulnerability, despite the substantial achievements made in the PICs during the IDNDR and as reported to the IDNDR International Forum held in Geneva 5-9th July 1999 (Report ref).

· agreed that there is therefore, a need for greater efforts to reduce vulnerability, achieve a better understanding of the scientific and technical aspects of the hazards, communicate the understanding more effectively to citizens and policy makers, and secure a political commitment. In order to facilitate this the meeting further agreed that they would ensure this Declaration be forwarded to their respective country delegations attending the upcoming Forum Meeting in Palau, and the United Nations General Assembly Special Session on SIDS in New York, both meetings scheduled for late in September.

· urged the SOPAC Council to consider this Declaration when determining the future role of the Disaster Management Unit at the SOPAC Secretariat. 

· noted the intention of the UN, through the Economic and Social Commission 99, to establish an interagency task force as of January 2000 with representation of all relevant UN bodies and members of the scientific and technical community, including regional representation, to serve as the main forum within the UN for continued and concerted emphasis on natural disaster reduction, in particular for defining strategies for international cooperation at all levels in this field, while ensuring complimentarity of action with other agencies.

· urged SOPAC to facilitate representation in this task force in order to promote this Declaration reflecting the needs of PICs in disaster management in the next millennium. 

· concluded by agreeing that while hazards are inevitable, and the elimination of all risk is impossible, there are many technical measures, traditional practices, and public experience that can reduce the extent or severity of economic, environmental and social disasters; furthermore hazards and emergency requirements are a part of living with nature, but human behaviour can be changed; noted the applicability to PICs of the “Strategy for A Safer World in the 21st Century: Disaster and Risk Reduction” presented at the IDNDR International Forum in Geneva, July 1999 (copy distributed by circular fax 19/99 on 14th September).

ENVIRONMENTAL VULNERABILITY INDEX

Concern regarding the issue of vulnerability of Small Island Developing States (SIDS) was first brought to international attention during the Global Summit on Small Island States held in Barbados in 1994. At this conference, SIDS, with the support of the United Nations, expressed the desire for the development of a vulnerability index that reflects the status of SIDS and integrates ecological fragility and economic vulnerability. This desire was included in the Barbados Programme of Action with additional support from the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS). As a result of these events, the South Pacific Applied Geoscience Commission (SOPAC) was approached to develop an Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI) for the natural environment with a focus on the Pacific Region. Its purpose was primarily to highlight an increasing awareness that SIDS face disadvantages to their sustainable development as a result of their remoteness, small size, dispersion, economic conditions, natural disasters and limited natural resources.

Vulnerability indices have been developed in the past which describe the risks associated with economic and social conditions, climate change, sea-level rise, natural disasters, anthropogenic impacts and more recently, sustainability. Most of these indices describe the vulnerability of human systems with only limited attempts having been made to describe effects on the environment. Human systems and the environment are dependent on one another so that risks to the environment of a state will eventually translate into risks to humans and their welfare. The index described here has been the first attempt to construct an index that focuses on the vulnerability of the environment.

The environmental vulnerability index (EVI) is being developed as a robust, flexible tool aimed at providing a simple, short cut measure of the vulnerability of the environment of countries. The index will be intuitively and easily comprehensible to allow for wide usage in international processes (such as determination of LDC status) in addition to being a powerful tool for identifying vulnerability issues. That is, the main strength of the EVI will be that it can provide not only simplified summary information, but also the detailed data required to highlight specific areas of concern for environmental managers and scientists. 

The Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI) was developed in early 1999 by SOPAC to provide a measure of vulnerability for the environment which could be calculated on the scale of entire states. The EVI was initially developed for the purpose of ranking countries and providing a single-figure expression of their relative environmental vulnerabilities. The work was done in response to a call made in the Barbados Programme of Action, the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) and an increasing awareness that small island developing states face disadvantages to their development associated with their remoteness, small size, dispersion, economic conditions and limited natural resources. Although other types of indices which describe vulnerability of humans in relation to a range of stressors have been developed in the past, there have been few attempts to describe effects on the environment. Because human systems and the natural environment are dependent on one another, risks to the environment of a state will eventually translate into risks to humans. The EVI is a shortcut method of measuring and characterising the potential of harm to the natural environment arising from a range of risks.

Phase II of the EVI Project focused on developing and refining the draft index presented in Phase I and on calculating provisional indices for several Pacific Island countries. The specific aims were to:

· Obtain international peer review on the model and indicators of the EVI to determine whether the approach was sound, indicators appropriate and the index acceptable to the international community;

· Improve the draft EVI developed in Phase I to a stage where it could be used to collect data, provide provisional results for a small number of countries and allow for testing of the model when sufficient data are available;

· Develop a procedure for data collection;

· Calculate provisional EVI values for Fiji, Samoa, Tuvalu and Vanuatu to demonstrate the viability and uses of the EVI;

· Introduce the EVI to international agencies, donors, governments, scientists and environmental managers to facilitate collaboration, the exchange of data and increase the profile and understanding of the EVI; and

· Develop criteria for when the EVI could be considered operational and a work plan for testing and refining it to a stage where it could be internationally acceptable.

Technical review of the EVI was obtained through the running of a Think Tank in Fiji, a meeting in Malta, attendance at several key meetings, discussions with experts and publication of papers in the proceedings of meetings. The most significant progress was made during the Think Tank. The purpose of the think tank was to assemble a group of international experts from a range of disciplines central to the index, to subject it to critical peer review. A list of discussion topics was developed to provide a focus for debates on all aspects of the EVI, including the structure of the model, the indicators used, mathematical testing, a finishing line for deciding on when the index would be considered operational, its strengths and weaknesses and future directions for development. The assembled group of experts generally accepted the approach taken to the development of the EVI and made improvements to the framework and changes to most of the indicators. The recommended changes to the framework were incorporated immediately. The indicators, in contrast, were developed more slowly, in the context of additional inputs from other experts, potential users, recommendations from the Malta Meeting and the data collected from 4 Pacific countries.

The EVI model and indicators were modified during Phase II, particularly during the Think Tank, and have now stabilised. Participants at meetings after the Think Tank were less likely to be able to suggest improvements to the model that had not been previously suggested or make suggestions for upgrading or adding indicators. This means that the EVI model is now at a stage where although further improvements are likely, the basic form is sufficiently accepted to allow us to begin the process of larger scale data collection and testing. The list of indicators now numbers 47 (10 less that the original EVI in Phase I) and provisional scaling has been set for each indicator. Testing of the model and correlation amongst indicators will require data from at least 15 different types of countries from all geographic regions of the world.

It was necessary during Phase II to develop a protocol for the collection of data from participating countries. This involved a visit to each country, briefings of the nature, importance and need for the EVI, methods for obtaining and recording the data required and follow-up contact. Because the EVI is still in provisional form, and scoring levels for the indicators have not been finalised, it was necessary to circulate data sheets to the ministries and departments most likely to have access to the data required. This approach was successful in three of the four countries trialled, resulting in sufficient data to calculate a valid EVI (Fiji 81%, Samoa 83%, Tuvalu 85%). For Vanuatu this approach was less successful with only 70% of data obtained, rendering its EVI values strictly invalid. The results for Vanuatu are nevertheless presented in this report for information. Further work will be required to collect the missing data for this country.

The provisional results obtained for Fiji, Samoa, Tuvalu and Vanuatu demonstrated the great potential of the EVI as an international and national management tool. The overall unweighted EVI values for the four countries identified Tuvalu as the most vulnerable with a value of 4.5. Fiji, Samoa and Vanuatu returned similar scores in the range of 3.1-3.4. The application of weighting to the indicators made little difference to the EVIs for all countries except Vanuatu. It was difficult to separate biases caused by insufficient data from the real effects of weighting in this trial. The sub-indices calculated for risk exposure (REI), intrinsic resilience (IRI) and extrinsic resilience / environmental degradation (EDI) and the categorised indicators (meteorological, geological, biological and anthropogenic) revealed that although Tuvalu was generally the most vulnerable, the different countries were vulnerable in different ways. The most notable patterns were that the countries differed greatly in terms of their IRIs (intrinsic characteristics), and geological and biological hazards, but did not differ as much in their REIs, EDIs, meteorological and anthropogenic hazards. Again, because the EVI has not been sufficiently tested, these are provisional results. Vulnerability profiles were used to identify those indicators for which high EVI scores were obtained (the value 7 or 6, indicating high vulnerability). This was a successful procedure that resulted in a report card for each country that identified the most important vulnerability issues. 

The EVI was presented to international agencies, donors, governments, scientists and environmental managers to facilitate collaboration, the exchange of data and increase the profile and an understanding of the EVI. We represented the EVI at a total of 24 meetings during Phase II, two of which we hosted. We were also able to gain the support for future data collection from participants from a range of countries.

The EVI has now been developed to the stage that it clearly demonstrates its potential power for identifying countries which are environmentally vulnerable in a general sense, while also providing a list of focal issues that could be used by the countries themselves and donors to improve their status. The problem now is that the EVI presented here is still in provisional form. Although there is general agreement on the indicators and the way that the model has been constructed, there remain issues related to testing and scaling which have not been attempted here. These will have to be addressed in a third and final phase of the project.

At the end of Phase II there is now a choice to either create a global EVI or one crafted specifically for the Pacific Region (original brief). For the EVI to have its widest range of uses, it has to be globalised. This requirement was raised at every meeting we attended to introduce and discuss the EVI, and was a major recommendation of the Think Tank. A global focus is highly recommended because it seeks to develop the EVI on a world scale, providing an appropriate context for Pacific and other SIS. That is, the indicators selected and scaling set for each will encompass vulnerability issues and the range of conditions found world-wide. This is important if the SIDS wish to be identified as a group with special issues to consider. By contrasting them with all other countries, minor differences between them will be de-emphasised and the differences between the Pacific Region and others will become the focus of international procedures. 

