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Message from Sálvano Briceño

Director, UN secretariat of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR)
On the Occasion of the Opening Ceremony of the Second Session of the IOC Intergovernmental Coordination Group for the Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning & Mitigation System

Hyderabad, India, 14 December 2005

Honorable Ministers, Distinguished guests,

I am very pleased and honoured to make a statement at the Second Session of the Intergovernmental Coordination Group for the Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning and Mitigation System, in this modern, high-tech city of Hyderabad today.

A year has yet to pass since the occurrence of the devastating tsunami in the Indian Ocean, and the losses are still vivid and sadly tangible for the millions of people directly affected. Nevertheless, great progress has been made by the countries of the region and the international community to recover and respond to the disaster.

Of particular relevance to this meeting, is the work of a group of partners under United Nations coordination to implement the Humanitarian Flash Appeal Project titled, “Evaluation and Strengthening of Early Warning Systems in countries affected by the 26 December 2004 Tsunami. The project was initiated by the secretariat of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) together with UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC), which has played a leading and exemplary role in steering the necessary regional intergovernmental process and technical design and implementation steps.

The Flash Appeal project attracted contributions totalling US$11 million from the European Commission and the Governments of Finland, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Norway and Sweden. Equally, the project has supported a raft of partner activities implemented by several United Nations agencies including UNESCO-IOC, UNESCO’s educational sector, the United Nations University’s Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS), the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP), the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), and the UN Development Programme (UNDP).  Among other things, the project has funded the IOC intergovernmental meetings in Paris, 3-8 March and in Mauritius 14-16 April, three study tours in Japan and Hawaii for high level administrators from the region, the IOC-led national assessment missions to 16 countries, and the $500,000 upgrade of the GLOSS sea level gauge network in the Indian Ocean.

Partnership agreements have also been established with academic and civil society organizations for activities to enhance public awareness and education, develop better national preparedness and mitigation policies, and strengthen the communication and information flow channels in the region. Such partner organizations include the Asian Disaster Reduction Center (ADRC), the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC), the Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union (ABU), the Center for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), the Disaster Mitigation Institute (DMI) in India, and the University of Geneva. 

As one of the early concrete outcomes associated with the project, I am pleased to note that an interim tsunami watch information system was voluntarily provided by the Japan Meteorological Agency and the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center to 26 Indian Ocean country focal points, under IOC coordination. With this system, tsunami watch information is disseminated to each country focal point within 30 minutes of the occurrence of a tsunami-generating earthquake in the region. This is, indeed, a fine achievement. 

According to the results of the country needs assessment missions, national Tsunami Warning Centres are becoming established and progress is being in many countries. I note that various instruments such as the DART buoy system, GLOSS sea-level gauges, seismic stations, and the WMO Global Telecommunication System have been either installed or updated and further steps are planned for the next year or so.  These technical advances in monitoring systems are essential foundations for the regional warning system and must continue to be developed and supported in the future. It is also essential that the responsible authorities freely exchange the collected data for the safety of all in the region. 

The International Strategy for Disaster Reduction is the United Nations vehicle to promote and coordinate disaster reduction among Governments, international, regional and civil society actors. Earlier this year, in Kobe, Hyogo Prefecture, Japan, Governments took a big step forward in committing to the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: Building the resilience of nations and communities to disasters. 

The Hyogo Framework now provides the driving mechanism for disaster risk reduction activities, including those concerning tsunamis. It has strongly shaped the contributions of the ISDR secretariat and partners to the development of Indian Ocean tsunami early warning system. I draw your attention to a project brochure and a draft strategy document for 2006-2008 prepared by my office that address project achievements to date and future needs, especially in the important areas of public awareness, education, and community-based preparedness. The new strategy is focused on building enduring resilience to tsunamis.  

While the ISDR secretariat continues to support the core warning system development, our main activities will shift to empower the capacity of national disaster management offices (NDMOs), and the associated ISDR National Platforms. This is because no matter how capable a national tsunami warning centre is, the community will not obtain the benefits of its good warnings and strategy unless the agencies responsible for dissemination and preparedness are also well supported and effective. The role of NDMOs is vital to tsunami warning response and preparedness, particularly through its national coordinating mechanisms with many stakeholders.
During the country needs assessment missions, the ISDR secretariat encouraged the active participation of the NDMOs. In most countries, the mission was able to collect good amounts of information; however, it was not the case for some countries.

The ISDR aims to empower the capacity of NDMOs to effectively engage with partner agencies and actively support National Platforms for disaster risk reduction.  The NDMO in each country is expected to take a coordination role with other governmental agencies and other relevant public and private sector when implementing public awareness and education activities as well as community based activities. I recognize that there is a strong need and high expectations from the NDMOs in Africa. We will certainly intensify our activities in Africa, through the ISDR outreach unit in Nairobi, backed up by the ISDR outreach unit in Bangkok, in close team collaboration with regional and international partners.

NDMOs in most countries are supported by the UN Resident Coordinator, UNDP, the Red Cross or Red Crescent national society, and by regional organizations such as ADRC and ADPC. Standard Operating Procedures (or operational manuals) should be carefully developed not only for technical agencies but also for responding agencies.

ISDR partners have increasingly been emphasizing the needs of an all-hazards approach, as the tsunami hazard in the region is usually infrequent compared to other common hazards. It is logical to pursue an all-hazard approach in order to seek synergies and cost-efficiencies, though the practical implementation of this approach needs more work and explanation. It is important for example, not to confuse the behaviour of similar but very different hazards such as tsunamis and storm surges. While both cause coastal inundation, the detection and monitoring methods, lead time, duration of the hazard, and wavelengths are totally different. Equally, it is important to inform the general public of the right facts for each hazard, especially for the rural community in the developing countries. An all-hazards approach has to be sensible and specific, not general and mushy and thus not serving any hazard well. 

We also sensed weaknesses in the linkage between the scientific community and the disaster reduction field. We would like to encourage more study on such things as tsunami risks and impacts, and on environmental and infrastructure planning and that can improve mitigation and preparedness.   

Once again thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today. I wish you all a very productive meeting.

Sálvano Briceño, Director, UN secretariat of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction UN/ISDR, Palais des Nations, CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland. www.unisdr.org
(Delivered by Reid Basher, UN/ISDR Platform for the Promotion of Early Warning, (PPEW), Gorresstrasse 30, Bonn, 53113, Germany,  reid.basher@un.org,)
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