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Translation

Speech by Ms Claudia Roth, Member of the German Bundestag and Federal Government Commissioner for Human Rights Policy and Humanitarian Aid, on the occasion of the Fed​eral Foreign Office reception on board a Rhine cruise ship on 17 October 2003

Ladies and gentlemen,

I am very pleased to have the opportunity to welcome you here this evening on behalf of the Federal Government. It is a special honour for me to welcome Ministers and high government representatives from all regions of the world. I extend a warm welcome to the United Nations representatives, scientists and experts from around the globe, the German Committee for Dis​aster Reduction within the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction and the Mayor of this endearing small city on the Rhine, Ms Bärbel Dieckmann.

It is a special pleasure to be able to speak to you today on a Rhine cruise ship. This event would almost not have taken place, for in the past months we have had far too little rainfall, resulting in historic low water levels on the Rhine. This led to significant limitations on trans​port of people and goods. Although we were not faced with a catastrophe, the situation has resulted in substantial economic losses for the affected companies.

Allow me to share a recent anecdote with you: not far from here there is a famous rock on which - according to legend - there sat a beautiful young woman with blonde hair named Loreley who with her charms so distracted mariners on the river that their boats ran aground. Regardless of whether this old story is true or not, there is a ship similar to ours that bears the name Loreley, and it did recently run aground due to the low water levels.

This, ladies and gentlemen, clearly demonstrates how here in Germany, although having in recent months been spared large natural disasters, we are forever at the mercy of the powers and whims of nature. Bringing shipping traffic to a standstill is only a small event in compari​son to the devastating effects that the forces of nature have in other parts of the world, be it flooding in China, earthquakes in El Salvador or in Turkey or flooding along the Elbe and Oder Rivers.

These examples clearly demonstrate how we are all part of nature's cycle; should we attempt to break it we will inevitably fail.

It must be our common goal, with the help of our scientists, to gain an even better under​standing of extreme natural events and to more precisely predict them in the future.

Already today we are able, thanks to many years of experience, through the knowledge we have gained, as well as through technical innovation, to achieve a great degree of cooperation with our environment, so that not every volcanic eruption, tornado or flood will inevitably result in a disaster.

The time has come to translate mankind's enormous intellectual advances into action and to prevent much of the harm and suffering that is preventable.

To achieve this, every advance that is made anywhere in the world must benefit everyone in a spirit of global partnership.

The types of natural events, as well as their effects and the means of protection from them, vary only slightly, if at all, wherever they occur. For this reason a free exchange of infor​mation must be initiated between all partners, making the successful implementation of early warning systems a global responsibility.

Germany considers disaster prevention to be part of its humanitarian responsibility and an important element of German foreign policy. We will continue within the framework of the United Nations to do everything within our power in order to promote early warning and hence disaster prevention. In future, the results achieved in pilot projects in a community should not only be used to improve the respective community's situation, but should through vertical and horizontal exchange be made equally available to all endangered communities of a region, country or continent. Politicians must create the indispensable framework conditions to enable this.

In dealing with such a challenging issue, we cannot do without a worldwide organization. Disaster prevention must be as much a part of its area of responsibility as the ongoing effort to secure world peace. Structures must be created that allow for a full exchange between all nations, whereby the United Nations should serve as the central coordinating institution of a global information and action network.

Up to now, practice has lagged behind Secretary-General Annan's demands for interdiscipli​nary cooperation across all sectors.

Our work in the past two days was a step in the right direction, and many more steps must follow!

Natural disasters will never be only a legend, such as that of the beautiful Loreley, but by combining our forces we will find ways to sustainedly reduce their consequences. I would like to ask you to take the results of this conference back to your countries and through continual, intercontinental communication find ways to enable all people to live a safe life and to protect our environment.

The Federal Foreign Office is very pleased to host this evening's Rhine River cruise. Our trip will take us from Bonn up the Rhine through an area that has recently been added to the UNESCO World Heritage List.

I wish you a successful last conference day for tomorrow, and for this evening a pleasant time on board the ship.

Thank you very much.

