POLICIES REGARDING EARLY WARNING AND LOCAL LEADERSHIP

Foreword:

The following document has been prepared by members of the Advisory Group of the Steering Committee of the EWCII to promote the discussion of issues related to policies and strategies to promote early warning at the local levels.  The document presents key issues regarding the decentralization of roles and responsibilities from the national level to such local levels in an effort to consolidate an integrated and coordinated approach to disaster preparedness.    To aid the discussion, topics are complemented with examples

Natural disasters are a product of the long-term process of risk generation. While, lack of norms and regulations concerning land use and building codes, social pressures, including poverty, and lack of experience contribute to increasing risks, it is important to recognize that some of these critical issues have their roots at the local levels, while others have their roots at the national level.  The following table addresses some of these issues:
	Risk Generating Factors

	Local Factors
	National Factors

	· lack of  zoning laws or norms concerning land use
	· Poverty

	· lack of building codes and their enforcement
	· Migration process from rural areas to urban areas, promoting unplanned growth in high-hazard areas

	· lack of proper awareness of the hazards and their impact by the local population
	· Centralization of resources and res​pon​si​bilities at the national level

	· lack of presence of such events in order to promote a sustained effort in disaster reduction
	· Lack of awareness concerning disaster reduction policies, strategies, and measures

	· lack of sustainability of trained personnel at the municipal level
	· Lack of proper support to technical/​scien​tific institutions in charge of moni​toring phenomena to develop forecasting mechanisms.


( Example: Social Pressures and migration to urban areas

In the Reventado basin, on the foothills of the Irazu volcano in Costa Rica there were massive mudflows between 1963 and 1965 which devastated suburbs of El Guarco and Oreamundo in the Cartago Province.    As a consequence, the government built large levees and issued an ordinance so that nobody could settle on the levees, or inside the high-hazard area within the levees.  Four decades later, people have built houses on the levees and inside the hazardous areas.  While this can be common in many areas of the world, in Costa Rica some of the settlers are usually illegal immigrants from Nicaragua who fled the civil conflict and settled illegally in these areas.   Municipal authorities should take the leading role in promoting zoning ordinances that avoid such settlements in high-hazard areas.

Recognizing that disasters manifest themselves at the local level, where local authorities have an essential responsibility regarding the safety of the population, early warning is a process that promotes an effective response to increase preparedness in general and mitigation of losses in particular.

Early warning as such is perceived as a process which consists of several key tasks:

· Risk assessment

· Monitoring and forecasting of the natural phenomena capable of provoking disasters

· Emission and dissemination of warnings related to such phenomena

· The onset of activities to respond to an early warning before the event occurs.

· Awareness raising in both the general public and other stakeholders.

( Example: Lack of Scientific and Technical Knowledge

Active volcanoes in Ecuador is posing major problems to the scientific community within the Geophysical Institute of Quito`s National Polytechnic School. Scientists are faced with the problem of how to issue some kind of warning due to the lack of understanding of the dynamical processes regarding eruptions in these volcanoes.  In such cases, uncertainties in the probable intensity of an eruption are large, and thus scientists can only speak in terms of probabilities, and not specific intensities. Tungurahua volcanoe began its most recent activity in 1998, and in October 1999 the volcano augmented its activity, prompting the government to evacuate the town Baños the Santa María, but even months later the volcano did not erupt dramatically, as it could have. The people reconquered the town against the initial order of the government, but several problems continue:  how to forecast the intensity of eruptions with lesser uncertainty while budget cuts are diminishing the Geophysical Institute capacities to carry out research, and how to promote more dialogue among scientists and authorities so that these issues are handled in a better fashion.
The centralization of disaster reduction and disaster response is among the leading causes for local authorities to neglect attention to the subject. Often the responsibility regarding disaster reduction is placed within a single national-level agency, thus this agency takes on the leading role from the national to the local levels, sometimes skipping local authorities.   In some cases, local authorities then assume a passive role, leaving all responsibilities regarding disaster prevention and response to the national-level agencies.
( 2 Examples: Problematic centralization of Disaster Management

Guatemala´s national coordination agency for disaster reduction, CONRED, is currently implementing a very centralized response via the creation of the National Emergency Committee and all its supporting institutional liaisons at the national level, as well as a National Coordinating Office for Disaster Response. While these measures ensure the proper coordination among national-level institutions, it does not promote coordination with local authorities.  With few resources allocated at this level, local authorities find it easier to transfer all responsibilities regarding disaster preparedness and response to the national agency. Therefore, there is a need to develop strategies that promote a more active communication and coordination among national and local authorities.
While centralization can yield such unwanted results at the local levels, it is important to consider that centralized systems can work. During hurricane Michelle in 2001, the Cuban Civil Protection agency mobilized hundreds of thousands of civilians and minimized losses from a centralized institution. In contrast, Switzerland operates some of the more decentralized systems, where Cantons take full responsibility for implementing both preventive and preparedness measures in case of events such as landslides and avalanches.  Thus, there is a need to systematized and analyze which system works best in every country.
Local level policy-makers have little power to affect national budgets, especially to promote disaster-reduction activities at local levels. In addition, in many third-world nations, disaster prevention is not a priority issue until a disaster strikes, when it is too late to implement measures to reduce the impact of such a disaster. Therefore, there is a need to discuss strategies which promote sustained efforts in awareness and training concerning disaster prevention and response.  Such strategies should include the strengthening of scientific institutions devoted to understanding the dynamics of natural events to elaborate more precise  forecasting mechanisms to be used in early warning systems.
In a similar sense, developed nations usually promote other issues in third world nations such as democracy and civil rights, health and education, leaving behind the issue of disaster prevention.  Therefore, such nations should discuss the need to elevate the issue of disaster prevention and preparedness to the level of these other relevant issues.
While the field of communications has advanced dramatically throughout the world, there are still difficulties in communicating warnings at local levels, particularly in remote, rural areas potentially affected.
In many countries, the early warning process has proven useful to reduce the impact of catastrophic events in many parts of the world. However, there is a lack of systematization of and distribution of such experiences, so that this information is employed in other nations to improve existing early warning systems, or to minimize the “trail and error” approaches currently used in many nations.

Knowledge concerning the dynamics of natural events is advancing dramatically with the support of developed nations, but there is still a need for political leaders to understand the limitations of predictions, and a need for enhanced dialogue among scientists and politicians on how to address this critical issue uncertain predictions.
Another important aspect to consider is the fact that disasters which are very frequent, such as floods, promote a sustained awareness concerning their prevention; whereas those disasters that are rather infrequent, but can cause tremendous damages, receive little or no attention at all until it is too late.  For example, in the case of earthquakes, there are many countries where building codes are inexistent or not enforced properly.   In such cases, a powerful earthquake is the only motivation at the municipal level for the creation or an enforcement of such codes.

( Example: The August 17, 1999 Earthquake: Koaceli (Ismit) , Turkey:

The seismic building code in Turkey is one of the most advanced ones worldwide. In some instances its requirements even exceed the US building code (Sezen. H. et al., 2000: Structural Engineering Reconnaissance of the August 17, 1999 Earthquake: Koaceli, Turkey. PEER Report 2000/09). There is, however, an implementation gap with respect to these measures, and the extensive damage and destruction wreaked by this quake point to the most obvious policy flaw: the lack of enforcement of modern building codes. Turkey, like many nations, has been quick to enact-but slow to enforce-modern building codes and lifeline standards, the foundations of sustainable development (Adapted from "Learning from Disaster", Walter W. Hays, Amar A. Chaker, and Craig S. Hunt, Civil Engineering Magazine on-line, December 1999).
Finally, the issue of sustainability of early warning systems must be accomplished via policies and measures at the local level, so that electoral processes do not wipe out previous advances in this level. In small, rural municipalities of Central America, changes in authorities during electoral processes often involve changes in practically all the personnel working in the city hall. Thus, there is a need to recognize such changes and to develop a disaster reduction program that promotes more sustainability, which could be supported by the national agency devoted to civil protection.
( Example: Lack of understanding of the early warning process

Municipal districts Arizona and La Masica, in the northern coast of Honduras, were among the first districts where early warning systems were implemented in the last decade.    However, the change of administrations during an electoral process involved the replacement of the majority of workers at the city hall, and thus all previous experiences regarding early warning are lost.   Hence, every four years new personnel must be trained to make the full use of early warning systems, and not only the communications provided by the radio networks.

In La Masica, the German Techncial Cooperation Agency, GTZ, along with municipal authorities, have created the figure of Municipal Early Warning System Programs, PROMSAT (in Spanish). Currently, such programs are operated via the establishment of a coordinator of the program, a technician in charge of radio communication will all the stations composing the early warning system, and the allocation of some resources to sustain the equipment. Such programs yielded their initial results during the electoral process which took place in the year 2002. New administrations continued the programs and are improving their early warning systems ever since.

The early warning process involves the recognition of responsibilities at the national, regional, and local levels. Past experiences and “lessons learned” have shown that in order to assign responsibilities and to increase the effectiveness of disaster reduction and Early Warning, policies in general and local policies and capacities in particular must be strengthened . For that the following means and strategies are suggested:
1. Promoting policies which focus on early warning as an essential element of disaster reduction and sustainable development.    Such policies should address the issue of decentralization of responsibilities and resources to promote effective early warning and disaster prevention and response.

2. Finding mechanisms to link international, national, and local resources to promote early warning in disaster-prone communities and create synergies among institutions which are engaged in early warning.   As an example, promote joint research projects among research institutions from developed and developing nations to understand the dynamics of natural phenomena to design early warning systems, and to design or improve forecasting methods for such phenomena.

3. Systematizing early warning practices and making them accessible to local policy makers and leaders in an understandable fashion .

4. Systematizing information concerning disasters and disaster-reduction measures such as early warning to exemplify the positive cost/benefit ratios of early warning measures when compared to the costs associated with disaster response, especially in poor communities.  
5. Ensuring local policy makers and leaders have access to information and expertise on the most appropriate form of early warning system (technically sound and socially inclusive) in their local context.
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