SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND SUGGESTIONS PROVIDED BY ON-LINE DEBATE, 15 APRIL – 9 MAY 2002

Background paper for WSSD

An official Background paper No 5, Natural Disasters and Sustainable Development: understanding the links between development, environment and natural disasters presented to Second PrepCom to the WSSD  in January 2002.  It was compiled by the ISDR Secretariat in collaboration with experts, practitioners, many UN agencies, among them UNDP, UNEP, UN/Habitat, WMO, UN/DESA and UN/OCHA. It was revised and expanded based on contributions from 350  participants from 80 countries who participated in an online debate, organized for the period 15 April-9 May, by the Stakeholders Forum for our Common Future and the ISDR Secretariat. This debate focused on risk assessment, education, community action and early warning and developed on further ideas on the recommendations for the course of action, implementation and future commitments (see summary of the online consultation in Word doc.)

Introduction.

The aim of the online discussion was not just about obtaining feedback on ISDR’s Background Document No. 5 but sought to broaden discussion out to a much larger stakeholder group, raising awareness of the inter-connected nature of the topics under debate and sustainable development. 350 participants from 80 countries registered and a dedicated website (www.earthsummit2002.org/debate) was developed for message posting. Topics covered included: The impact of natural hazards on development and how to reverse vulnerability; Risk assessment and early warning systems; Fostering community involvement and developing coping capabilities within communities, and promoting education and capacity building. A wealth of expertise unfolded as the month went by, with case examples and careful comment about current limitations, roles and responsibilities and potential solutions. The results are still being analyzed and will be incorporated into further revisions of this document.
Summary of some findings and suggested  action
:
Suggested action in relation to capacity building, institutional strengthening and community action:

· There has to be greatly enhanced information sharing and research and development on risk reduction techniques between countries. The response should be on humanitarian grounds rather than political or economic criteria. Decision-makers at government levels should have the responsibility of constantly working with the communities with high risk about the changes they need to make.

· Mutual efforts should strive to bridge the gap between scientific expertise and the concerned public. There is a need to work towards finding a balance between outside/expert knowledge and insider/local knowledge. Both approaches can complement each other in increasing local preparedness. 

· Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community-based organizations often have the trust of local people in a way that local government doesn’t. Their role as brokers of local knowledge both’ upwards’ (as regards, mitigation) and ‘downwards’ (as regards warnings) needs broader recognition.

· If local capacity is to develop and thrive, it is important to ensure local ‘ownership’ of ideas and a supportive and co-operative working relationship amongst different organizations and agencies. 

Set up in the 1970’s, the Cyclone Preparedness Programme (CPP) is jointly implemented and managed by the Government of Bangladesh and the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society. It draws heavily upon volunteers trained at the local level with detailed plans for operations during normal times (i.e. no disasters), alert and warning phases, disaster and recovery phases. Substantial emphasis is placed upon continually motivating and ensuring public awareness through leaflets and poster campaigns, drama, film shows and publicity campaigns before cyclone seasons start using radio and television 

 - Abdul Latif Khan, Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre, Bangkok, via online debate

· Community-based risk reduction is most effective if it takes place within the context of broader community building initiatives. This builds upon a community’s collective strength and skills. Forging an expert/local relationship between various stakeholders is a tough challenge but worth the effort. Local social cohesion and community resources can have a big impact on reducing vulnerability.

· Humanity lays itself open to natural disasters because we do not ‘listen to nature’ or heed traditional cultural knowledge and sustainable practices. Recovering and understanding traditional knowledge is an important form of mitigation. For example, the Global Hunger Alliance is opposing industrial agriculture operations and supporting sustainable cultivation of a diverse array of indigenous and locally-adapted plants as the best long-term solution to hunger and malnutrition.

· Adopting and implementing effective hazard mitigation and emergency preparedness is the only way to reduce loss of life and livelihood. There has to be more substantive co-operation between experts and governments involved in national planning.

· Caution must be exercised over direct transplantation of developed world hazard assessment into developing countries. Data insufficiencies and sparse monitoring can make transplantation inappropriate, too costly and may actually increase risk. 

· Disaster risk management shouldn’t ignore social dynamics: it must be more concerned with the changes that are deeply embedded in the structure of society not just risk perception or attitudes. Mitigation measures need to build upon, not destroy local knowledge and local capacity, particularly within rural communities in developing countries. It needs to be culturally compatible and affordable.

· Risk and resource assessment should include, where appropriate, participatory rapid appraisal tools and techniques.

· Risk assessment seeks to help planners mitigate a particular risk but it should also extend to helping the community understand the risks and try to enlist their help towards mitigation. Complicated models disconnect community engagement. Experience from Nepal highlights how flexibility and adaptability can break though these barriers:
“We translated the technical data into a common person’s story about suffering, damage, recovery, their role in risk mitigation etc. Our experience is that this approach is quite good to bring awareness to communities, even planners and policy makers, as not all of them can understand vague technical models, and probabilistic results.” 

(Jitendra K Bothara, National Society for Earthquake Technology, Nepal via online debate)

· The limitations and inadequacies in the international definitions surrounding natural hazards and disasters have to be addressed. Lack of agreement on definitions and the lack of a common language in addressing vulnerability and disaster risk reduction can mask clarity in the search for solutions. 

Suggested Actions for Public Awareness and Training:

· There is a need to change people’s perceptions on vulnerability away from the narrowly focused approach that problems only need to be addressed “when and if something happens” to a broader preventative approach. The chances for mitigating the impact of hazards will drastically improve when we all realize that hazard mitigation is everyone’s job on a daily basis e.g. planners in their design of new public works, educators when preparing and delivering lesson plans etc.
· Securing multi-sector recognition and stronger reinforcement within decision-making processes of the role that public participation can play in risk reduction initiatives. The importance of hazard mitigation cannot be over-stated. People living near potential hazards need to understand the risks facing them. Mitigation requires clear and accessible information, sensitive to cultures, beliefs and priorities. There is a clear role for partnership. In addition, government sectors have to work together – this is not ‘business as usual.’ 

· Global agencies, working with local leader, need to be more proactive in the targeting of the risk reduction message to ensure better use of limited resources. Critical questions have to be asked about target audiences and the best means of reaching them. 

· The UN Development Programme, and other relevant agencies, should significantly step up its in-country disaster management work by creating a time-bound plan to assist governments of disaster-prone countries to implement nationwide disaster training and public awareness programmes. The initial focus of this work should be with those countries most vulnerable to disasters and with the least capacity to cope. Achieving civil-wide society education will require:

· developing training programmes with, and for, local government which cover all aspects of disaster mitigation and pre-disaster planning (as called for in Chapter 7 of Agenda 21). Training programmes must be simple, practical and sustainable.

· in addition to community training, there needs to be public awareness campaigns using all available media, including disaster prevention in educational programmes and curricula at all levels.  

· Agencies and Funds such as UNICEF have a key role in extending the risk reduction message in their work with children.  

· ISDR, the World Bank and other global initiatives should encourage greater use of local NGOs (local champions) in risk reduction and mitigation programmes as they often have an established familiarity with local culture, social processes and, if carefully chosen, established communication channels with those working on health, development, education and/or capacity building. Their work as multipliers of the message could be enhanced by investment in training them in disaster prevention measures. 

· ISDR and related global initiatives should work to overcome deep cultural inequalities that limit people’s access to education and aid. In particular, it should ensure a gender perspective is integrated within risk reduction. Increasing access to education and encouraging the participation of women results in greater empowerment of benefit to whole communities. NGO’s can play a major role in facilitating such work.

· ISDR and other agencies have a role in finding a synergy to help alleviate the inevitable ‘tug-of-war’ between ‘educated people’ and ‘local knowledge’ (which is often the loser). Lack of attention here currently increases the risk to disasters.

· In countries with high seismic risk, the Ministry of Education should include a course on teaching seismic protection skills within the school curriculum. 

Armenia is highly vulnerable to seismic hazards and the toll from previous earthquakes revealed that lack of awareness and preparedness was a contributory factor to the large loss of life and property. A partnership between the Northern Department of the National Survey for Seismic Protection and the NGO, Women for Development resulted in the implementation of two respected ‘Life Skills’ education programmes in specific localities. Teachers and pupils have been trained in seismic protection skills. Using the motto, “Don’t be scared, be prepared”, visual and practical information has communicated the message in a sensitive way, paying attention to the fact that many children had direct experience of loss of family and friends in earthquakes. The message is getting through – pictures drawn by children in the second project reflected the knowledge obtained by them during the training. Project funding came from UNICEF.

· Dr Armine Mikayelyan, Armenia via the online debate
· Disaster preparedness education for children also has to involve education for the parents.

In Pacific Grove, California, the local fire department, the American Red Cross and its local chapter, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) have evolved an effective partnership with an emphasis on practical preparations to empower children and adults (physically and mentally) on how to cope in a disaster situation. Children are used as ‘champions’ for the preparedness message and as conduits to reach the adults. Attention is given to education and instilling a sense of personal responsibility for their own preparedness. Actions, however small or limited, could be life-savers. Resources include information leaflets, instructor’s manuals, videos, colouring books, and practical advice on developing things like a disaster supplies kit. Much of this work could be replicable in different ways and at different levels within other communities.

Russell Coile, USA via online debate
· Expanding communication channels is vital. Disaster experts such as seismologists and the scientific community need to develop deeper dialogues with the people who are responsible for implementing earthquake resilient design in current and future buildings. The structure of buildings is the weak point in risk mitigation. Reaching building’s owners is often a barrier. Involving local craftspeople/artisans/stone masons as motivators is a solution that has worked well in Nepal. On-the-job training in earthquake resistant construction, retrofitting of school buildings etc and respecting local vernacular knowledge paid dividends. “Replication of the work was instantly observed within the community.”

· Communication with the news media and participation in public outreach activities by disaster experts is essential too.   

· Developed countries have a responsibility to share their expertise with developing countries. The private sector has to take their share of responsibility for initiatives that promote preventative and mitigating measures.

· Disaster recovery efforts are usually financed by redirecting unused resources from other budgeted programmes to the rebuilding and repairing tasks. The lack of dedicated resources for disaster recovery and the dependency on external assistance must be seriously addressed if countries are, over the long-term, to start taking responsibility for their own actions. One suggestion to assist in building the necessity capacity is that future external assistance to disaster impacted countries should be subject to the implementation, by the affected country, of sound mitigation practices as well as to the implementation of effective educational and outreach activities, designed to create a ‘culture of mitigation’ amongst public authorities and the wider population. 

· Agencies and organizations have to work more collaboratively and cooperatively to put integrated management for disaster mitigation into practice. The type of effort required surpasses traditional disciplinary boundaries, for example, social scientists must be able to work with applied scientists. Why is this still so difficult?

________________________________________________

“We're finding that women farmers (particularly those who are not the head of the household) prefer seasonal climate forecast information to be made available through the extension officer or school, rather than the radio (preferred by male interviewees). The farmers state that in attempting to balance farming, child care and other domestic responsibilities, they are less able to schedule a fixed time to listen to the radio. They also prefer information to be provided on site, in an environment where queries can be handled immediately, and discussion can take place. . .This confirms a growing sense in the climate impacts and applications community that women are a crucially under-served clientele.” 

Emma Archer, IRI/PSU/NOAA, USA/South Africa, on-line debate on gender and disaster reduction, UN/DESA-DAW and ISDR Secretariat, November 2001

________________________________________________________

� Many of the Suggested Actions, as follows, were expressed by participants from 80 countries during the on-line debate on these subjects, held by the Stakeholders Forum for Our Common Future and the ISDR Secretariat, 15 April – 9 May, 2002. See www.earthsummit2002.org/debate





