
INTER-AGENCY TASK FORCE FOR DISASTER REDUCTION

SECOND MEETING

Geneva, 10-11 October 2000

SUMMARY RECORD and CONCLUSIONS

INTRODUCTION:

The Second Meeting of the Inter-Agency Task Force on Disaster Reduction convened at the Palais des Nations in Geneva from 10-11 October 2000.  The meeting was chaired by Ms. Carolyn McAskie Deputy to the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs.  Mr. Dennis Benn, Director of the ISDR Secretariat a.i., served as Secretary.  The list of participants is attached (Annex II).

In her opening remarks, Ms. McAskie noted that the first meeting of the Task Force had sent a clear message regarding the approach it felt should be adopted for the implementation of the Strategy.  Changes had since been made in the ISDR Secretariat, and in the orientation of its work.  The Chair hoped that Task Force members would now feel that they and the ISDR Secretariat were moving in the same direction.  She noted that she had had a chance to meet with member states, on 1 September 2000, and was grateful to them for their clear support for the changes that had been made.  

The Chair emphasized that there was a clear need to distinguish between disaster reduction and disaster response.  Disaster reduction, which was the work of ISDR, needed to be viewed within the context of sustainable development.  For that reason, even though it reported to the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, the ISDR Secretariat was distinct and autonomous, and must continue to be so.  The Task Force was also unique, in that it represented a rare partnership between United Nations bodies, regional groupings and civil society organizations – all supported by national Governments.  

The Chair emphasized that it was the role of the Task Force to contribute to the elaboration of the global agenda in disaster prevention, while much of that substantive agenda would be advanced by the Task Force Working Groups.  The ISDR Secretariat would be non-operational, but would have to retain the substantive competencies required to carry out the functions assigned to it by ECOSOC, the General Assembly and the Task Force.  She noted that the Secretariat had benefited from the secondment by WMO of a senior officer, and asked other Task Force members to consider similar arrangements, so that it could become a truly Inter-Agency Secretariat, as called for in General Assembly resolution 54/219.

The Chair proposed that future meetings of the Task Force be preceded by preparatory sessions – of at least half a day in length – at which Task Force members would meet among themselves before adopting a formal agenda and before going into full session with observers.  

It was noted that activities related to the ISDR had been discussed at the regular sessions of the ACC.

The draft agenda, which is attached, was adopted (Annex I).

In his opening remarks, the Director of the ISDR Secretariat a.i. stated that, in carrying out its activities, the Secretariat would not duplicate the work of the various United Nations organizations and agencies, but that it would seek to promote multi-sectoral and multi-disciplinary initiatives in the area of disaster reduction which would complement the work of the stakeholders in the ISDR community.  He also pledged that the Secretariat would work in close collaboration with members of the Task Force and other relevant actors in seeking to promote the objectives of disaster reduction.  He then reviewed the substantive items to be introduced by the Secretariat.  He referred to the draft Framework for Action for the Implementation of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (‘Framework’ document), which he saw as a ‘living document’, not for formal adoption, but for progressive elaboration in consultation with members of the Task Force.  The Director of the Secretariat a.i. noted that three ‘focus papers’ which had been requested by the Task Force at its first meeting had been prepared.  These dealt with the Application of Science and Technology in Disaster Prevention, Mainstreaming Disaster Reduction in Sustainable Development and National Planning, as well as Capacity Building for Disaster Reduction in Developing Countries.  He also referred to two additional papers prepared by the Secretariat, on Policies and Legislation Trends in Disaster Prevention, and on Awareness Raising and Public Information.

SUSBTANTIVE DISCUSSION:

Disaster reduction activities in the field of El Nino, climate change and variability 

(Working Group 1): 

The representative of WMO, as Chair of Working Group 1, presented a review of work undertaken so far, noting that there was considerable relevant inter-agency work already underway that had been initiated or supported by the Working Group’s predecessor, the Inter-Agency Task Force on El Niño. It was noted further that the Inter-agency Committee on Sustainable Development, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Climate Agenda were additional and ongoing contexts in which Working Group 1 would need to consider its specific contributions to issues related to climate and disasters.

Substantive discussion focused on the expected output of this Working Group. It was agreed that the Group would need to identify at an early stage the particular niche or niches on which it would work. A consensus emerged in this regard that the principal role of the Working Group would be to formulate plans on ways that information already existing in the scientific and technical community could be made more readily available and useable for national governments and vulnerable communities.

Early Warning (Working Group 2):

The representative of UNEP, as Chair of Working Group 2, presented a review of the efforts to establish the Group, which had not yet met.  

The Task Force affirmed the need for Working Group 2 to develop a relatively narrow – and useable – definition of early warning; to make an inventory of early warning activities already undertaken in the United Nations system and, if possible, beyond the United Nations system; and to assess these activities with a view to identifying gaps that need to be filled by further work within the United Nations system and beyond it.  There was agreement that the Working Group would also need to identify ways to make early warning tools useful to disaster-prone communities in developing countries.   

It was agreed that the Working Group 2 should begin its work as soon as possible by finalising its composition and start to exchange views by electronic means.

Quantification of risk, vulnerability and impact of disasters (Working Group 3):

The representative of UNDP, as Chair of Working Group 3, presented a review of the work of the Group, which had undertaken preparatory work and had embarked on a substantive programme.

It was affirmed that the focus of Working Group 3 should be on the social aspects of quantifying disaster risk, vulnerability and impact, as the World Bank was already engaged in efforts to quantify the economic aspects of these issues. It was suggested that, at the beginning, the Group should concentrate its efforts on major cities at risk, in particular on a number of "hot spots".
There was general support for a programme of work which would focus on: indicators; database and information management; networking; inventories of disaster losses; case studies and best practices; documentation of existing tools; development of methods and standards for vulnerability assessment; promotion issues; local coping capacities; and transboundary effects of disasters.   The possibility of developing a ‘World Disaster Vulnerability Report’ within the context of Working Group 3 was received positively.

Elaboration of a Framework for Action for the Implementation of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (Doc. # TF2/3):

The Task Force engaged in a wide-ranging and constructive exchange of views on the draft Framework document.  The document was welcomed as a reflection of the essential elements of the Strategy, and as a basis for the ongoing elaboration of the Strategy by the Task Force.  Task Force members commended the Secretariat for the transparent and consultative fashion in which the document had been drawn up.  

It was agreed that the document should be modified, with the creation of disaster-resilient communities and the reduction of social and economic losses being recast as the over-arching goal of the Strategy.  It was suggested that the reference in the document to technological disasters should be more narrowly defined.

It was also felt that the Strategy – and the Framework document – should place greater emphasis on the link between the activities of the Task Force and Secretariat on the one hand and the needs of disaster-prone communities on the other.  

It was felt that the Framework should more explicitly emphasize the regional aspects of disaster reduction.  (Some members felt that the Secretariat’s experience with an out-posted office in Latin America, which had proved effective, should be emulated elsewhere, and ideally established in close collaboration with existing regional bodies.)

There was general consensus that the Framework should more explicitly emphasize the role of countries and of the national committees in advancing the Strategy. 

The Secretariat was asked to make the necessary modifications in the draft document and to circulate a new draft to Task Force members for comments within 6-8 weeks.  

Focus papers on Application of science and technology in disaster prevention (Doc. # TF2/4); Mainstreaming of Disaster Reduction in Sustainable Development (Doc. # TF2/5) ; and Capacity Building for Disaster Reduction  in Developing Countries (Doc. # TF2/6):

In introducing the papers, the Director of the ISDR Secretariat  a.i. pointed to the increased recognition being given to the importance of the application of science and technology to disaster reduction.  He also stated that the mainstreaming of disaster reduction in sustainable development and national planning processes was important in order to ensure that greater priority was given to the issue.  In addition, he pointed to the critical importance of developing capacity at the individual, institutional and systemic levels to deal with disaster reduction.  

There was consensus that the Task Force, the Working Groups and the Secretariat should seek to identify ways in  which existing capacities in science and technology could be brought downstream to those who needed them. It was also pointed out that all activities in the field of disaster reduction should include an element of capacity building, which should not be treated separately. The Secretariat was asked to develop the focus papers further based on the views expressed during the discussion and any additional written comments submitted to the Secretariat by Task Force members.  Task Force members indicated their willingness to work with the Secretariat in this way, with a view to reviewing further drafts at the next meeting of the Task Force.

Additional papers on Policies and Legislative Trends in Disaster Reduction and on Awareness Raising and Public Information:

There was extensive discussion on legislation and disaster reduction, but no consensus was arrived at regarding the way in which to proceed on the issue.  Some participants called for the establishment of  a Working Group to review the possible need to elaborate a framework convention on disaster prevention.  Others opposed this proposal, either on logistical grounds or on the grounds that disaster reduction is not an appropriate object of international law.  It was agreed therefore that the Secretariat should continue to follow the issue of international law, and to keep the Task Force abreast of developments in this area of work.

There was ready consensus that awareness raising and public information, as tasks assigned to the Secretariat by ECOSOC and the General Assembly, constitute an important focus of the work of the Secretariat.  The need to use the national committee network in furtherance of this goal was stressed and also to develop a more sophisticated web site.

The establishment of new Working Groups:

The representative of IUCN introduced a proposal to establish a Working Group on Wildland Fires within the framework of ISDR.  IUCN indicated its willingness to lead the group, provided that there was a degree of logistical and substantive support from the Secretariat.  The proposal was accepted.  

It was felt that new Working Groups, when established, should have clearly stated outcomes and defined time periods within which to achieve those outcomes.

ORGANIZATIONAL MATTERS:

The role of member states in the Task Force:

There was consensus among Task Force members that member states – including both Governments and national committees -- had a central role to play in implementing the strategy.  There was no consensus whether this could best be done by increasing the participation of member states in the Task Force or by establishing separate mechanisms for interaction with and between member states.   

The advantages were discussed of making use of existing and established institutions for the activities related to ISDR at national and regional levels.

The Secretariat was asked to make recommendations.

Strengthening Task Force through ‘virtual’ contact between formal meetings:

There was consensus that the Task Force must be more than just a twice-yearly meeting of individuals, and that the Secretariat should establish mechanisms – including ‘virtual’ meetings of the Task Force – as a way to bring about a greater degree of cohesiveness within the Task Force.

Logistical impediments to the establishment of additional Working Groups:

There was a concern that new Working Groups should not normally be established until it was clear that the logistical capacity to back-stop such Working Groups was in place.  It was also felt that new Working Groups should normally not be established until existing Working Groups had concluded their work.

The need for the establishment of additional working groups will be considered at subsequent meetings of the Task Force.

Time of next meeting:

The Chair noted that the General Assembly had called for a review of ISDR after one year of work, and that a presentation would therefore have to be made to the ECOSOC session scheduled for summer 2001.  In order to be able to make a presentation supported by the Task Force, with agreed documentation submitted to ECOSOC in time for translation and reproduction, it would be necessary for the Task Force to meet no later than April 2001.  This was agreed.

Venue of next meeting:

The Chair noted that two alternative venues for the next meeting had been discussed: Costa Rica and Nairobi. The Chair underlined the need to consider the ramifications of holding meetings outside Geneva, which had been selected as a venue for the first two meetings of the Task Force to reduce travel and other logistical costs.

The representative of PAHO, a member of the IACNDR, offered logistic and material support, should the meeting be held in Costa Rica. It was also proposed that other Agencies could consider funding the participation of representatives if the meeting were to be held outside Geneva. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The Chair noted with thanks the commitment shown by Task Force members at the meeting, their positive approach and their determination to move forward together to implement the Strategy. She sensed that the spirit of renewal had permeated the approach not only of the Task Force but also that of the observers. She thanked Task Force members, in particular, for their constructive suggestions which, she felt, represented an important contribution to the on-going process of refining the Strategy and the process by which it would be implemented.  She indicated that a draft report of the meeting would be prepared by the Secretariat and circulated during the next two weeks to members of the Task Force for their consideration prior to its finalization.  

The meeting rose at 13:00 on Wednesday, 11 October 2000.

Geneva, 06 November 2000

ANNEX I

DRAFT AGENDA

OF THE SECOND MEETING

GENEVA, 10-11 OCTOBER 2000

Palais des Nations

Room XXIV

Tuesday 10 October

Morning session 9.30-13.00

(including 30 min. coffee break)

1. 
Introductory statement by the Chair
2. 
Adoption of the Agenda
3. Briefing on the work of the ISDR Secretariat 

Under this Agenda item the Director, a.i. of the Secretariat for ISDR will brief the Task Force on the activities of the Secretariat.

4. Substantive discussion:
Under this Agenda item the Working Groups will present progress reports on their activities.

· Disaster reduction activities in the field of El Niño, climate change and variability (Theme of WG1)

· Early Warning (Theme of WG2)

· The quantification of risk, vulnerability and impact of disasters (Theme of WG3)

13.00-14.30 - Lunch Break

Afternoon session 14.30-17.30 

(including 30 min. coffee break)

5. Discussion of the Draft Framework for the implementation of the Strategy 
(Doc. # TF2/3)
Under this Agenda item, the Task Force will consider the Draft Framework prepared by the ISDR Secretariat on the basis of comments from the Task Force and other interested parties.


Substantive discussion (resumed):

Under this Agenda item, the ISDR Secretariat will introduce the following Focus Papers,  which the Task Force had requested the ISDR Secretariat to prepare:

· The application of science and technology in disaster prevention (Doc. # TF2/4)
· Mainstreaming disaster reduction in sustainable development (Doc. # TF2/5)

· Strengthening institutional capacity in developing countries (Doc. # TF2/6)

Wednesday 11 Ocotber

Morning session 9.30-13.00 

(including 30 min. coffee break)


Substantive discussion (continued):
Under the same Agenda item the ISDR Secretariat will also introduce the following papers on which the Task Force may wish to exchange views:

· Policies and legislation trends in disaster prevention

· Awareness raising and public information

6. 
Future activities and scope of the work of the Task Force
7. 
Any other business
8. 
Date of the Third Meeting of the Task Force

Closing of the meeting
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