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I would like to talk today about the links between natural disasters, the environment and sustainable development.

I shall argue that so-called natural disasters are a central issue for sustainable development—primarily for the poorest people of the world, but also for the wealthiest nations.

I shall also argue that disasters are increasingly caused, or aggravated, by environmental changes brought about by human activity.

On that note I shall stress the importance not only of traditional early warning mechanisms, but of longer term warnings—what we might call early awareness—of the environmental and social development conditions that cause or aggravate disasters.

Finally, I shall stress the importance of incorporating such awareness into policy making at all levels, and the need to build the capacity of all countries, to do so.

1. Natural disasters are a threat to sustainable development. The people most affected by natural disasters are the poor

What is a disaster? According to one definition a disaster is a serious disruption of the function of society, causing widespread human, material or environment losses which exceed the ability of affected society to cope on its own resources.

The number of natural disasters – floods, major storms and earth quakes has increased dramatically since 1950, and in particular during the last 20 years. 

90% of these are related to extreme weather conditions.

Thirty years ago, the world´s human population was under 4 billion. Today it is over 6 billion. By 2050 it may be as much as 9 billion.

Alongside the growth in world population has been an increase in people living in poverty. These people are among society’s most vulnerable.

When disasters strike, it is invariably the poor who suffer most, through loss of life and hard-won livelihoods.

Didier Cherpitel, Secretary-General of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies said: “Disasters seek out the poor and ensure they stay poor.”

The poor often the highest exposure to disasters and the lowest capacity to cope.

Moreover, poor people are more likely to die when disasters strike.

Since 1991, half of all reported disasters happened in countries with medium levels of human development, but 98 per cent of those killed were in countries with low levels of human development.

In the 1970s, natural disasters claimed nearly 2 million lives. During the 1990s the number of casualties fell under 800,000. But those affected—by injury, homelessness or hunger—tripled to 2 billion.

2. Natural Disasters are increasingly caused, or aggravated, by environmental changes brought about by human activity

According to UNEP´s GEO-3 global environmental assessment:

“With an increasing and more widely distributed global population, natural disasters are resulting in increasing damage, loss of life and displacement of populations. According to Red Cross, by end of the 1990s, the world counted some 25 million environmental refugees, a category that includes internally displaced persons as well as those who cross national boundaries. This often has profound implications for national and international security. In addition, human-induced changes to the environment are reducing its capacity to absorb the impacts of change and to deliver the goods and services to satisfy human needs.”

The disruption of valuable ecosystem services by human activity can cause or aggravate natural disasters.

For example: wetlands reduce flooding, forested watersheds help to prevent landslides and mangroves and coral reefs lessen the effect of coastal storms and extreme tides.

The loss of these and other similarly important services has widespread implications for development. It has been estimated that ecosystem services, which include freshwater provision, climate regulation, and flood and storm protection, are worth as much as $33 trillion a year.

Vulnerability to disasters is being exacerbated by environmental degradation and mismanagement. 

The migration of people t
o urban and coastal areas is also increasing vulnerability as population densities increase, infrastructure becomes overloaded, and more settlements are built in fragile areas such as floodplains or areas prone to landslides.

As a result, natural catastrophes are affecting more people and economic losses are increasing.

Time and again we see quite ordinary natural phenomena like heavy rains or prolonged dry spells triggering quite extraordinary and sometimes catastrophic events.

It is clear that humanity is becoming more vulnerable to natural disasters as a result of its actions. 

In fact, as GEO-3 says: “Natural” can be a misleading description for disasters such as the droughts, floods and cyclones which afflict much of the developing world. 

Identifying the human-induced root causes of disasters, and advocating structural and political changes to combat them, is long overdue.

Climate Change

As I noted above, most natural disasters are caused by extreme weather conditions. The extreme conditions are one important outcome of global climate warming and may pose considerable threats to sustainable development.

The entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol of the Convention of Climate Change is still pending. But even if it comes into force it is only a small step in the right direction so we can expect more extreme variation in climate and weather. 

Even if efforts to reduce the emission of greenhouse gases are successful beyond the most ambitious of current plans, climate change will occur until at least the middle of the century.

Therefore it is imperative that all societies look at the potential consequences of climate change on their region and their economies, assess their vulnerability and prepare accordingly. 

The cost of not doing so will be severe to human health and livelihoods and to the global economy. 

The Munich Reinsurance Company, one of the members of UNEPS’ Finance Initiative, reported that natural catastrophes, most of which were weather related, cost an estimated $56 billion between January and September 2002 alone—a 93 per cent increase on 2001 figures. 

Future scenarios envisage annual economic losses from natural disasters reaching $150 billion. 

Insured losses in 2002 totalled $9 billion, placing a serious burden in the insurance and finance sectors, with gave implications for global stock markets and financial centres. 

3. Disasters threaten to derail progress towards the Millennium Development Goals

The strain being inflicted by climate variability in the developed word is great and increasing, for example look at Europe’s 2002 summer floods and this year’s forest fires. But developed countries generally hate the capacity to cope with disasters. Economic losses are to some extent absorbed by a diversified economy, and most assets are insured. 

It is different for the developing world. The developing world is slower to recover from disasters than the developed world. 

Disasters can wipe out years of development in hours.

Recovery after a natural disaster depends on the financial, technical and human resources of a country. Developing world economies and communities simply do not have the same resilience.

The cost is measured in livelihoods—and in lives.

According to the Red Cross an average of: 

· 22.5 people die per reported disaster in highly developed countries,

· 145 die per disaster in countries with medium human development, and

· 1,052 people die per disaster in countries with low level of development. 

Reducing the risk posed by disasters is therefore not an optional extra—it is central to the very success of development itself. Disasters threaten to derail progress towards the Millennium Development Goals. 

4. Early warning and sound environmental managements are the most cost-effective measures to fight the impact of natural disasters

There is a saying: forewarned is forearmed. When we know the threats we face, we are better able to prepare for them. 

When Hurricane Isabel threatened the United States last month, everyone in its path was warned. A whole network of civil defence mechanisms were mobilised, and damage to human life and property was minimised. 

When a massive earthquake occurred off the coast of Japan, last month, the damage to infrastructure was minimal because that society has learned to construct their buildings to withstand most shocks.

Even more effectively, people were evacuated from the path of an anticipated massive tidal wave. That wave never came, but had it done so, those people would have been safe.

These examples illustrate the importance not only of early warning, but of preparedness, especially at the local level.

While prevention may seem costly, the cost of failing to anticipate and respond appropriately to disasters is even more costly.

According to Swiss Re, the top three casualty disasters since 1970 (to 2002) were: 

· 1970: Storm and floods in Bangladesh—300,000 victims.

· 1976: Earthquake in China—250,000 victims.

· 1991 Tropical Cyclone in Bangladesh—138,000 victims.

The three most costly disasters (in terms of insured losses)  since 1970  (to 2002) were :

· 1992: Hurricane Andrew in the USA—US $20 billion

· 1994: Northridge earthquake in the USA—US $17 billion

· 1991: Typhoon Mireille in Japan—US $7.5 billion

Society has, to a large extent, yet to move from a culture of reaction to one of prevention.

This is especially true of the developing word, due to a combination of factors that include lack of resources and insufficient institutional capacity. 

The result is that millions of people across the developing world are losing lives or livelihoods from disasters like floods and drought. 

The shame is that early warnings are available for the majority of these events, but the capacity—and sometimes the political will—to act on them is lacking. 

5. Early warning and disaster management is about data and information management

Environmental change—including climate change—is increasing the vulnerability of society.

UNEP emphasises the need for early warning of emerging environmental threats for preparing for and managing environmental disasters. 

The Global Environmental Outlook (GEO) integrated environmental assessments are UNEP’s principal tool to provide early warning of the environments trends and conditions that underlie sustainable development. 

They also inform policy makers of their policy options and the implications of those policies. 

The GEO assessments are part of a wider package of UNEP activities for diagnosis, prevention and cure of the environmental ills of the world. 

These activities include: 

· providing environmental data and information

· helping strengthen legal and institutional structures,

· helping develop environmental policy, and 

· supporting capacity building.

UNEP has created a worldwide network to: 

· identify and provide access to high quality, on-line scientific environmental data and information sources,

· support assessment and monitoring of the state of the global environment, 

· produce early warning of environmental threats, and

· respond to environmental emergencies. 

Delaying a response to an environmental threat often stems from uncertainty or a lack of knowledge. UNEP provides remotely sensed data, geographic information, statistics, and indicators to support better-informed decisions on preparedness, mitigation and rehabilitation. 

6. Early warning and disaster management can only be effective if implemented into policy and legal frameworks

I think we can all see the warning signs. The question is what are we doing with these warnings?

What use is a warning if people cannot or will not act on it?

It is essential that we look at how to incorporate risk reduction and early warning into development strategies and action plans.

The point is made is repeatedly through the Plan of Implementation agreed at the Worlds Summit on Sustainable Development in September 2002, which called especially for the development and strengthening of early warning systems and information networks.

To be successful, early warning progresses must look at human activities – how can we manage our environment , how we plan (or don’t plan) our cities, and the kinds of policies governments adopt towards consumption and production. 

These are the elements that govern such phenomena as climate change, desertification, flooding and so on. These are the underlying conditions that cause or aggravate disasters.

The increase in the number of natural disasters and environmental emergencies represents a daunting challenge in the way we address, formulate and implements policies for disaster management.

We have to ask: are our policies, practices and resources adequate to cope with the consequences of growing disasters or emergencies?

Or do we need to develop new strategies to meet these complex challenges?

During and since the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, great strides have been made in early warning, especially from a technical and scientific standpoint.

The 1998 Potsdam International Conference on Early Warning Systems for the Reduction of Natural Disasters provided numerous examples of early warning systems for different hazards.

But it also pointed out that, for early warning systems to be successful, policy makers at national and local levels need to make resources available: 

· to establish protective measures,

· to link science and technology with policy making, and

· to improve prediction capabilities to reduce the consequences of natural hazards.

The integration of early warning into policy, into legal frameworks, and into fully described chains of decision making is still weak in most countries. 

This must become a priority. 

I am therefore heartened to see the theme running through the agenda for the next three days is how to integrate early warning into public policy. 

The stage was set in Potsdam in 1998.

Now is the opportunity to take the process further. 

Thank you
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