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Thank you for this opportunity to talk about DFID’s role in disaster risk reduction. In my talk I will cover the key activities outlined in our new disaster risk reduction policy and implementation plan which we plan to take forward over the coming months.       

From the Asian tsunami just over a year ago, to the droughts in various parts of Africa, the summer floods in eastern Europe, and more recently the hurricanes which have devastated America’s Gulf coast and parts of central America and the Pakistan earthquake, this past year has seen some dreadful disasters which have claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, ruined millions of livelihoods and caused billions of pounds worth of damage. 

It is increasingly recognised that it is the poor, mainly in developing countries, who suffer most when these events occur. For example, in Aceh, Indonesia, the 2004 tsunami is estimated to have increased the number of people living under the poverty line from 30% to 50%. Furthermore, we know that the number and frequency of disasters is growing. According to Munich Re, the 1990s saw economic losses from disasters total over US$608 billion - greater than losses over the four previous decades combined. 

DFID has traditionally supported Disaster Risk Reduction programmes. These have varied, from support to the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent to develop the capacity of national and local communities to reduce their vulnerability to hazards in several countries in Africa and Asia; funding the construction of a purpose built volcano observatory with seismic monitoring on Montserrat; and supporting UNDP’s work with the  Orissa State Disaster Mitigation Authority in India to pilot a community based disaster preparedness initiative in the cyclone prone areas of the state.     

Yet despite all the evidence in support of disaster risk reduction  evidence development organisations, including DFID, have under-invested in disaster risk reduction. Why is this? Undoubtedly a contributing factor is that perverse incentives work against disaster risk reduction.  Disaster risk reduction is long-term and low profile. Disaster response on the other hand is more visible and therefore gains greater political leverage than disaster risk reduction.  Yet where the political will exists, results can be impressive.  For example, India has largely contained famine since Independence and Cuba kept deaths down to a very small number (about 5) when Hurricane Michelle struck in 2001. We can certainly learn from such success stories and consider where and how we can replicate strategies. 

The links between disasters and poverty are clear They  affect poverty reduction in several ways through damage to infrastructure and by affecting productivity and growth. The capacity to cope and to reduce risk is much more limited in poor countries where people are more vulnerable. Impacts on communities can be severe: disasters increase poverty and malnutrition and reduce disease resistance. Families made poor, hungry or ill often have to send their children out to work rather than to school; and women and girls are often left with poorer health and an increased workload. 

We need to move away from development that is failing the poor.. Addressing the impact of disasters effectively will require a focus on matters such as good governance, local ownership and accountability.  These are issues that DFID is committed to. 

All indications suggest that the number of disasters will increase as climate change and global warming generate more severe weather-related events.  These events will affect economic development and slow down progress towards the Millennium Development Goals. 

Given this scenario, DFID ministers have agreed that we need to do more to integrate disaster risk reduction into our work and to encourage our international partners to do likewise. Business as usual will not be sufficient to mitigate the increasing impact of disasters on poor people. We all have to raise our game. 

In his speech on humanitarian reform on 15 December 2004 our Secretary of State Hilary Benn committed DFID to give a higher priority to disaster risk reduction.  The Kobe World Conference on Disaster Reduction, and tragically, the Tsunami which preceded it, reinforced the need for this step change in DFID’s disaster risk reduction effort. We took an active part in negotiating the Hyogo Framework for Action. Like others we were disappointed that the document did not include targets for implementing the framework, and that the links between disasters and climate change were not more explicit. Nevertheless, the document provided the international community with a useful disaster risk reduction road map for the next decade.  

So how is DFID tackling this step change in our disaster risk reduction work?

Ministers are currently studying DFID’s new draft policy on disaster risk reduction.  This policy will be the vehicle for mainstreaming disaster risk reduction across DFID. I will outline some of the key issues likely to be included in the  policy: 

First,, we recognise the need for more effective integration of disaster risk reduction into development planning of national and local governments. Disasters do not just happen – they result from failures of development which increase vulnerability to hazard events. Political systems generally recognise the need for strong intervention following a disaster.  The challenge now is to increase the focus on disaster risk reduction policy, both on a national and international level.  There is also a need to increase the understanding of risk reduction issues within donor organisations, with a view to integrating risk reduction into interventions before, during and after disaster events in a coherent way. Similarly, a holistic disaster risk approach by governments which addresses linkages between hazards and their causes and consequences - such as weather-related disasters, chronic and acute food insecurity, conflict and HIV/AIDS - will mean risk reduction is more effectively mainstreamed into development policy. DFID is committed to achieving this in its own development programmes. 

Second,, building political commitment at all levels is critical to providing an enabling environment for effective disaster risk reduction.  Yet disaster risk reduction is still not sufficiently prioritised by either donors or governments of the recipient hazard-prone countries. We lack information on the costs and benefits of reducing the human and economic impact of events. There is limited analysis of the long-term impact of disasters as it is often perceived as a marginal issue. By contrast, when a disaster strikes, the immediate impacts are often highly visible.  

So we need to invest more effort in producing better analysis of the economic impact of disaster risk reduction. We need a better evidence base for helping to decide which DRR interventions to invest in. We also need this to convince the sceptics that investments in disaster risk reduction make economic sense and are therefore worthwhile.  Consequently, over the coming year DFID will be devoting resources to improving the case for disaster risk reduction.    

Third,, good governance including participation, rule of law, transparency and accountability are key components for sustainable development and disaster risk reduction.  At the heart of good governance is a commitment to sharing decision-making power between the stakeholders in the process.  This must be built on political will to accept power-sharing and see the state as a facilitator in development. Successful disaster risk reduction at all levels depends on good governance: for example, proper articulation and implementation of legislation surrounding building codes will reduce the risk of damage during earthquakes.  Governance failures, on the other hand, can increase vulnerability to hazards, such as poor urban planning, lack of building regulation and environmental control. Where political governance is weakened through corruption, lack of participation or internal or external challenges to state control, investing in reduction of disaster risk is likely to be even less of a priority. DFID will work with developing country governments to consider how disaster risk can be more effectively incorporated into national level planning processes.      
Fourth, as I mentioned earlier, climate change and population growth are implicating factors in the increase in disaster impacts.  In Africa, for example, sea level rise is estimated to significantly increase those at risk from flooding. Climate change is a top priority for the UK Government. In our view we need to reinforce the link between disasters and climate change to help raise disaster risk reduction up the political agenda. Both the Hyogo Framework Document and the Gleneagles G8 outcomes document went some way to stressing the links between risk reduction and climate change. The UK will continue to support international efforts to help developing countries adapt to climate change through effective incorporation of disaster risk reduction approaches into policy and planning.

Fifth, we also recognise that disaster risk reduction is not just about rapid-onset disasters but also about slow-onset issues such as drought.  Hunger is widespread in Africa with more than 12 million affected by hunger in Southern Africa alone. Even when chronic hunger is largely predictable the international community mostly responds with emergency relief. Although this saves lives it does not address underlying vulnerability. This is because relief is intended to feed people – not prevent destitution, protect or rebuild assets. DFID is therefore increasing its support to vulnerable populations to move away from relief to meeting needs with stable resources delivered through national governments  - the so-called safety nets.                 

Sixth, an international disaster risk reduction system fit for purpose is vital. At Kobe we questioned whether the UN’s current institutional set-up was adequate for the scale of the challenge of disaster risk reduction. We have been working closely with the UN to help improve the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction. We are also pleased that UNDP plans to strengthen its capacity to work with governments in this area. At Kobe, we also questioned whether the World Bank and regional development banks were doing enough to help developing country governments to improve analysis of how disaster risk issues might be better incorporated into the Poverty Reduction Strategy  process.  Again I am pleased to note that the World Bank in particular is looking to improve its performance in this area with support from DFID.                        

Seventh, implementing the Hyogo Framework at community level is vital if we are to see sustainable improvement of the lives of poor people.    The capacity to cope and to reduce risk is much more limited in poor countries where people are more vulnerable. An increased investment in disaster risk reduction would have a direct impact on reducing poverty and would also build people’s capacity to be more resilient to the impact of disasters.  Good communication, coordination and awareness are vital to mitigate the effects of disasters.  Populations need to know what they should do both to reduce the threat of disasters, and also so that they are prepared when a disaster strikes. By tackling these issues, we can work to reduce the impact of natural hazards on vulnerable communities. To this end in late 2005 we committed an additional £12.5m (over 5 years) to support the community level disaster risk reduction work of several NGOs including  an Action Aid project which is focusing on promoting disaster risk reduction  in schools by building the awareness of pupils, parents, teachers and officials in a number of countries including Nepal, India, Kenya and Malawi.   We also recognise that the private sector has a key role to play in contributing its expertise towards a greater awareness of risk management in sustainable development.     
. 

Eighth, and finally, in his speech on humanitarian reform in late 2004, our Secretary of State for International Development committed DFID to increase its spending on disaster risk reduction both through the international system, and bilaterally by allocating 10% of the funding provided by DFID in response to each natural disaster to prepare for and mitigate the impact of future disasters, where this can be done effectively.     

The challenge ahead is to transform the commitments made at Kobe, Gleneagles and elsewhere into action in developing countries where it is needed most. We must do more to reduce the burden of disasters on the poor and most vulnerable. Disaster risk reduction is a huge task. DFID will play its part but no one agency or government can tackle this alone. We need to work in partnership and I therefore welcome the opportunity this meeting provides to discuss how we can improve coordination of everyone’s efforts in this area. 

Thank you.   
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