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Under-Secretary-General Egeland’s statement

I hope that the World Conference in Kobe could become a watershed in that respect, to five disaster reduction the attention it deserves on a regular basis, not only occasionally.As the Emergency Relief Coordinator, I see on a daily basis how much more attention is paid on response.  I see how difficult it is to get media, political attention, and the attention of those in international and governmental organisations to invest in reducing the causes of many of the losses. We talk about reduction, but not much is done.  If human security is a matter of growing concern, we need to recognize that natural disasters reduction and prevention increasingly play an important role.  It is no longer a question of if but how many deaths we can avoid.  It is no longer a question of if but how many billions of money we can save from destruction caused by natural disasters.  I hope that the WCDR and the time leading up to it will give us an opportunity to discuss what we can do to implement the good plans and lessons learned over the last 10 years since Yokohama in 1994.

Context

Last year alone, more than 26,000 people died in Bam, Iran, after buildings collapsed in an earthquake.  In Algeria, 200,000 were made homeless also by earthquakes. About 30,000 more died in the heat waves in Europe. Roughly 100,000 people were affected by floods and landslides in Sri Lanka.  Floods and landslides in China cost about US $ 8 billion, while drought and wild fires in North America cost about US $ 4 billion.  In Southern Africa and the Horn, tens of millions of people are affected by the drought.  The list goes on.

The World Conference on Disaster Reduction will be a watershed.  Through lessons learned, through local level focus, and through getting new resources and partners, this conference will be about implementation – before, during and more importantly, after the conference.

What is being done 

Data collection and analysis

Much is already known about risks and how to reduce them. In 2002, the IFRC focused its World Disasters Report on reducing risk and the ISDR preliminary report, Living with Risk, documented hundreds of examples from countries and organisations. A second updated version is currently being published.  This year, the UNDP produced the substantive global report on Reducing Disaster Risk. 

Unfortunately, these lessons are not being systematically applied. Risk is too often unseen, misunderstood, and ignored.  Kobe is not a place to hear about new findings, but rather about concrete ways to utilize existing information.

We must now collectively turn our knowledge into action.  

Good humanitarian donorship initiatives

There are some positive developments.  The Good Humanitarian Donorship Principles and Implementation Plan calls for more systematic approach to donorship with an emphasis on strengthening the capacity of affected countries and local communities to prevent, prepare for, mitigate and respond to humanitarian crises. 

One country, Germany, has spent between 5 and 10% of its humanitarian funding on early warning and disaster prevention tasks. We would want more donors to follow their lead.

What more needs to be done?

The current “save me today, kill me tomorrow” approach will not be acceptable.

Empower communities

I hope that we can focus on the local level – consistently we have learned that if local people are prepared, those at the “first line defence”, in conjunction with NGOs and community based organizations (CBOs). They are also the first ones to be able to identify their risks, and to make sure that something is done to change. Next line of defence at provincial level then national level – only after that comes the need for international interventions. International and regional cooperation should mainly focus on building local and national capacities.

We must learn to do more at the local level, to make sure that communities are less vulnerable and more empowered to confront natural hazards, especially considering the increase in climate-related hazards.
More resources are needed to grapple with risk and its reduction

I hope that we will be able to find new resources, new partners, new donors, new leaders in the struggle for better prevention – before, during and the follow up of the WCDR. The funding source is shrinking.  We must look for new donors such as from countries with growing economies, including from some developing countries.  Some have suggested that a new Disasters Fund is needed. But I believe we must go beyond the idea of creating a specialized fund and use what we have. Risk is not something isolated that needs its own fund, risk is everywhere and is everybody’s business. 

Better use of existing resources through coordination

We have to integrate the concept of risk and risk reduction into the decision making process of our government, donor and development fund counterparts dealing with both humanitarian and development issues. Disasters and development are so closely interlinked - we can no longer afford to not tap into the linkage.

 Recent study of donors by the Tear Fund organization showed that many donors do not know how much they spend or risk reduction. It found that that humanitarian and development organisations do not work well enough together on the issue each have different cultures, terminologies and methods.  

Accountability

We need to monitor and account for what we are doing to reduce risk (good donorship).  We shall not continue our business as usual.  A real change is needed in our action, to implement what needs to be done.  In other words,  the World Conference can and should produce a strong outcome with the following :


A well-reasoned and focused framework for action


With practical mechanisms for countries and organisations to set and achieve targets that they can and will implement.


And strong follow up support from the international community, including regional organizations.

Beyond that, it is in our interest, our obligation, to take the action that is badly needed.  Dealing with risk and disasters now will save lives, livelihoods and money in the long run. It is one of the best investments we can make in attaining human security.
