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Mr. Chairman

Allow me to express my thanks and gratitude to the organizers of this Conference and to the German Authorities for inviting me and for facilitating my participation as the chair of the Alliance Of Small Island States in our deliberations here. Germany has been one of the greatest supporters of the Alliance of Small Island States and we value this support immensely.

Mr. Chairman

AOSIS is a group of 44 small developing island countries which share common characteristics and vulnerabilities as well as common aspirations for economic and sustainable development.  

The vulnerability of SIDS is well established.  Recognition of this vulnerability was entrenched at the global level through UN Conference on the Environment and Sustainable Development in Rio, 1992 and the adoption of agenda 21 where SIDS was recognized as a ‘special case’ in the context of sustainable development.  

SIDS are particularly prone to natural disasters in all their forms - cyclones, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis and earthquakes.  Because of our inherent smallness it can take one of these natural disasters not only to claim the lives and livelihood of our people, but also to cause significant damage to our fragile and vulnerable economies.  All efforts invested by  SIDS in their pursuit towards sustainable development can be negated by a single damaging natural disaster.

Natural disaster mitigation has been a subject of major interest by the international community for many years. The 1994 Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action outlined several basic principles for saving human lives and reducing the impact natural disasters. Of particular interest is principle number 10 of the Yokohama Strategy which states as follows:

"Each country bears the primary responsibility for protecting its own people, infrastructure, and other national assets from the impact of national disasters."

This is a principle similar to that enshrined in the Barbados Program, namely that sustainable development is a national responsibility. We, as SIDS, have embraced this principle and accept our responsibilities. But both Yokohama and Barbados are fundamentally founded on the spirit of partnership between SIDS and the international community. In fact, the 1994 Barbados Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of SIDS (BPOA) has put in place a framework for action to assist SIDS through partnership in a number of priority areas, one of which is in the area of natural and environmental disasters.  

The 1999 World Disaster Report stated that "the old view of disasters as temporary interruptions on the path of social and economic progress, to be dealt with through humanitarian relief is no longer credible." The report continues by saying "the problem is much deeper; it stems from fundamental flaws in the development process itself. Sustainable development is society's investment in the future. That investment will be squandered if it is not protected adequately against the risk of disaster."

A very simplistic interpretation of Disaster reduction would mean the removal of or physical protection of a threatened community from the impact of a hazard. But we know that this is a tough call and to be able to afford it is another issue.

The BPOA highlights this particular vulnerability of SIDS to natural as well as environmental disasters and the limited capacity of SIDS to respond to and recover from such disasters.  Indeed, a whole chapter (Chapter II) of the BPOA is dedicated to the issue of natural and environmental disasters as they relate to SIDS and how it should be addressed at the international, regional and national levels.

Mr. Chairman,

Every country is different and every situation is unique in its own way but we as SIDS have the intellectual capacity to deal with disasters, as we have been able to survive from natural calamities in the islands for thousands of years. The passage of cyclone Zoe early this year on the small island of Anuta, which is part of the Solomon Islands group packing winds up to 300 KMS confounded the international community when it discovered that all of the 3,700 inhabitants had survived the otherwise killer hurricane. There had been no death and not even an injury. The islanders had survived just like their ancestors had by sheltering in the upland caves.

But the mere fact of being able to survive a cyclone does not make us invincible. Nor does it build our resilience to the level that is needed to prevent our infrastructure and economy from suffering severe setbacks. To add to these woes we have to face new challenges like the threat of climate change which is further exacerbating our reduced capacity. 

We see great merit in the need to address disaster risk reduction in a holistic manner. Indeed, a great number of the hazards that affect SIDS have their origins in the surrounding marine environment. The management of or the development of strategies to deal with these marine or water related risks need to take account of the various stakeholders involved. We need, in fact, to make our vision of a holistic approach truly inclusive. 

With respect to the specific issue of Early Warning System, the BPOA emphasizes the importance of improving access to technology and relevant training to assist with hazard and risk assessment and early warning systems. The protection of islands from environmental disasters consistent with national and regional strategies for disaster management is also emphasized. Access to technology and capacity building components related to such technology is a priority issue for SIDS.  SIDS will continue to seek partnerships in these areas in the field of EWS including damage assessment with interested partners from the international community.

At the regional level, the BPOA calls for the establishment and/or strengthening, where appropriate, of regional institutions to complement and support national efforts in disaster mitigation, preparedness and management.  Our regional and sub-regional organizations in the various SIDS regions have been working closely with national SIDS governments in developing and strengthening EWS.  Some initiatives have involved cooperation with and assistance from international and national entities from some of our development partners.  

At the national level, the BPOA stresses on the need to establish and/or strengthening disaster preparedness including promoting early warning systems and facilities for the rapid dissemination of information and warnings.  In my own country, Mauritius, systematic early warning system started in the early 1960’s and covers weather and non-weather related disasters in the South West Indian Ocean. We have also set up just as in many other SIDS, a Disaster Management Committee to coordinate various activities including assigning of responsibilities and provision of guidance.  

Mr. Chairman,

Reducing risk requires focusing on reducing exposure and by increasing resilience. In most SIDS, the greatest exposure to disaster lies in the urban environment. Most people live in the cities. The largest investment in infrastructure is in the urban environment. The socio-economic costs of rebuilding after a disaster may thus become more costly. In other words, while we have achieved economic growth, our potential exposure to disaster has increased. It is like having a Sword of Damocles hanging over us.

The challenge is to decrease the losses and the cost of search and rescue. The challenge is also to be informed as soon as possible of the path of hurricanes as well as information on the last sighting of anyone going missing. At the same time, there is a need to tap into the traditional knowledge that exists.  

I, therefore, reiterate the need for continued support from the international community with regard to implementing SIDS early warning system policies, many of which are already in place or are being developed, at the national and regional levels.

Mr. Chairman

The BPOA 10 year review will occur in August 2004 at an International Meeting to be convened in my own country, Mauritius.  We have commenced the review process with the preparation of national reports and the organization of regional preparatory meetings in Apia, Samoa for the Pacific region, in Praia, Cape Verde for the AIMS region and in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago for the Caribbean region. The outcome of these meetings will be synthesized and further discussed at an interregional meeting at Ministerial level in Bahamas in January next year and the final PrepCom for the International Meeting will take place during CSD 12 in April next year.

In this light, SIDS will be paying particular attention to the outcome of this Conference especially in regard to the following key areas:

· The preparation and implementation of Sustainable Development Plans to reduce vulnerability and build resilience to disasters generally and in key sectors such as agriculture, tourism and fisheries.

· Greater use of financial instruments and incentives for risk reduction.

· Necessary legislation, planning, building and development standards and codes established and systematically enforced.

· Improved public education and awareness, including the development of participatory approaches to disaster management planning and activities.

· Strengthening regional networks including robust risk management tools, sharing data, best practice examples, early warning, coordinated emergency response systems and other co-operation mechanisms.

· Enhanced inter-regional co-operation and information and technical expertise exchange.

· The need for SIDS vulnerability to natural disasters to be fully incorporated into environmental, social and economic vulnerability indices and indicators.

· The establishment of a Special SIDS Fund to support the incorporation of disaster management into sustainable development planning and to ensure better emergency response and co-ordination of donor support.

Thank you.
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