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Background 

 

Last year, a total of 950 disasters caused by natural hazards were recorded, 90 percent of which were 

weather-related events, such as storms and floods. This total makes 2010 the year with the second 

highest number of disasters since 1980. The overall losses amounted to around US$130 billion, of 

which US$ 37 billion was insured. These events claimed more than 296,000 lives and affected more 

than 208 million people.  In addition to increased exposure of communities to extreme weather events 

and other natural hazards, the key drivers of disaster risk include poverty, rapid urbanization and the 

impact of climate change.  

 

Recognizing the importance of reducing vulnerabilities and risks to hazards, especially in developing 

countries whose development gains can be wiped away with a single disaster, the United Nations 

General Assembly endorsed in 2005 the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: Building the 

Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters to promote systematic integration of disaster risk 

reduction efforts into policies, plans and programmes for sustainable development and poverty 

reduction. With the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) providing strategic guidance, national and 

local governments and other organizations at local, national, regional and international levels have 

taken measures to reduce underlying risk factors and strengthen disaster preparedness.  It is often 

assumed that development efforts will also lead to the reduction of disaster risk or strengthened 

adaptation to climate change. Specific studies on disaster risk and the current trend in disaster impacts 

demonstrate that this may not always be the case. However, short-sighted and unsustainable 

development practices may contribute to increasing disaster risk. In addition, spending on measures to 

reduce risk, by national and local governments, remains insufficiently understood, both in scale and 

effectiveness. 

 

As demonstrated by the 7.0 magnitude earthquake that hit Haiti in January 2010, wherein 222,570 

people lost their lives (as opposed to Chile’s 8.8 magnitude earthquake in February 2010, which caused 

562 fatalities, and the 7.1 magnitude earthquake in New Zealand in September 2010, where there were 

no casualties), poor countries remain at a higher risk of disasters. Inadequate urban planning and 

infrastructure further undermine vulnerable livelihoods and threaten to reverse progress in meeting the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Greater efforts and global partnerships are needed to 

safeguard the development investments made to reduce poverty and to strengthen countries capacity to 

cope with disaster impacts. 
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Objective and Expected Outcomes 

 

The Informal Thematic Debate of the General Assembly on Disaster Risk Reduction aims to strengthen 

the understanding of how to reduce risk and exposure to disasters through effective investment policies 

and practices and sustainable urban management. Given the fact that the urban population in 

developing countries has risen by 77 percent to nearly 2.6 billion people in the last decade, special 

focus will be placed on rapidly expanding urban areas, where risk, population and economic assets are 

concentrated.  

 

Building on the High-level Plenary Meeting of the General Assembly on the MDGs (September 2010, 

New York), which acknowledged that disaster risk reduction and increasing resilience to natural 

hazards can accelerate the achievement of the MDGs, the thematic debate will underscore the linkages 

between disaster risk reduction, poverty eradication and sustainable development. It is envisioned that 

these discussions and the President’s Summary of the thematic debate will help inform the third session 

of the biennial Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction (Geneva, May 2011) and contribute to the 

substantive definition of priority actions and focus areas for the implementation of the HFA in its 

remaining four years. 

 

 

Programme 

 

Time Programme (NLB Conference Room 3) 

10 – 10:30 a.m. Opening Remarks 

 H.E. Mr. Joseph Deiss, President of the General Assembly 

 H.E. Mr. Ban Ki-moon, United Nations Secretary-General 

10:30 a.m. – 1 p.m. Interactive Panel Debate 1: Invest Today for a Safer Tomorrow 

Moderator 

 Ms. Zeinab Badawi, International broadcaster and journalist and presenter of 

BBC World News and BBC Hardtalk 

Panelists 

 Amb. Toni Frisch, Chair of UNEP/OCHA Advisory Group on Environmental 

Emergencies 

 Ms. Tioulong Saumura, Member of the Parliament of  Cambodia and Vice-

President of the Inter-Parliamentary Union Standing Committee on Sustainable 

Development, Finance and Trade 

 Dr. Abebe Haile-Gabriel, Director, Department of Rural Economy and 
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Agriculture, African Union Commission 

 Mr. Rubem Hofliger, General Director, Natural Disaster Fund (FONDEN), 

Mexico 

 Mr. Thomas Loster, Munich Re Foundation 

1 – 2:30 p.m. High-level Luncheon (hosted by the PGA, by invitation)  

Brownbag Lunch Events (see below) 

3 – 5:45 p.m. Interactive Panel Debate 2: Cities at Risk -  Addressing the Challenges of Disaster Risk 

in Urban Settings  

Moderator 

 Ms. Zeinab Badawi 

Introduction 

 Mr. Joan Clos, Executive Director, UN-Habitat 

Panel 

 Mr. Kadir Topbas, Mayor of Istanbul, Turkey 

 Mr. Oscar Ortiz, Mayor of Santa Tecla, El Salvador 

 Mr. Mawardy Nurdin, Mayor of Banda Aceh, Indonesia 

 Ms. Mary Jane Ortega, Secretary-General, CITYNET 

5:45 – 6 p.m. Closing Remarks 

 Ms. Margareta Wahlström, Special Representative of the Secretary-General for 

Disaster Risk Reduction 

 H.E. Mr. Joseph Deiss, President of the General Assembly 
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President’s Summary 
 

 

The informal Thematic Debate on Disaster Risk Reduction was convened as a follow-up to the 

High-level Plenary Meeting on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in September 2010, 

which acknowledged that disaster risk reduction and increasing resilience to all types of natural 

hazards can “have multiplier effects and accelerate achievement of the MDGs”.  It aimed to 

strengthen the understanding on how effective investment policies and practices and sustainable 

urban management can reduce risk and exposure to disasters. 

 

The panelists and participants discussed how to develop more strategic ways to reduce disaster 

risk and strengthen coping capabilities through investments.  Noting that disasters, such as 

floods, droughts, earthquakes or climate change-driven weather anomalies, are becoming more 

frequent and intense, they focused on ways to preempt disasters – how to prepare and prevent 

and where to invest for disaster risk reduction. 

 

Interactive Panel Debate 1: Invest Today for a Safer Tomorrow  

 

Panelists and participants noted that once a disaster occurs, mounting an adequate response poses 

a serious challenge, especially for developing countries and the most vulnerable communities.  

Disasters can also wipe out important development gains and that is why investing in disaster 

risk reduction is so crucial.   

 

They shared the view that disaster risk reduction is about ensuring that development investments 

are risk sensitive so that natural hazards do not turn into major disasters; any infrastructure 

development must account for risk reduction.  Experiences have shown that one dollar invested 

in prevention can save several dollars in post-disaster rebuilding and reconstruction costs.  While 

adequate financial resources are necessary, effective investment encompasses changing the 

reactive mindsets of governments and peoples to proactive actions.  It also means mainstreaming 

disaster risk reduction into sustainable development policies, planning and programmes at local 

and national levels.   

 

Panelists and participants reiterated their strong support for disaster risk reduction and its 

importance in protecting the gains made toward the MDGs and realizing sustainable 

development.  Many countries shared their experiences on how investments towards the creation 

of more resilient communities are already paying off. 

 

Many panelists agreed that without putting disaster risk reduction plans in place, it would be very 

difficult for poor countries to achieve the MDGs.  Developing countries are generally less 

prepared for natural hazards than developed countries, as demonstrated in Haiti, where more than 



222,000 people died as opposed to earthquakes of similar magnitude in more developed 

countries which killed far less people.  In particular, attention was drawn to the fact that the least 

developed countries (LDCs) require technical and financial support to implement disaster risk 

reduction. 

 

To address this gap in coping capabilities, participants from both developed and developing 

countries underscored the need for better coordination and more information-sharing among 

international agencies and disaster-prone countries. They also stressed the need to raise 

awareness about the vital necessity of risk preparedness. Since even the slightest delay in post-

disaster response can turn a relatively small crisis into a complex emergency, a country needs to 

be well prepared and ready to respond in order to avert unnecessary loss of lives and livelihoods. 

 

Several Member States stressed the need for the international community to focus beyond 

emergency relief and concentrate on implementing long-term programmes related to poverty 

eradication, sustainable development and disaster risk reduction. Strengthening disaster risk 

reduction and climate change adaptation was also stressed as essential as well as the need to 

improve risk assessments and to make better use of risk management expertise held by the 

insurance and re-insurance sectors. 

 

Interactive Panel Debate 2: Cities at Risk – Addressing the Challenges of Disaster Risk in 

Urban Settings 

 

Poorly planned urban environments, weak urban governance, lack of infrastructure and basic 

services and rapid population growth have increased disaster risk in urban areas.  With more than 

50 per cent of the world’s population now living in urban areas and with urban disaster victims 

now outnumbering their rural counterparts, panelists and participants stressed that concrete 

measures must be taken to boost the resilience of cities. 

 

How to rehabilitate existing settlement areas and how to plan new settlements are the two 

questions that must be considered in light of urban risk.  Participants highlighted that cities need 

to share their disaster risk reduction experiences and best practices and that local level 

participation is crucial for successful disaster risk reduction.  They also underscored the 

importance of cooperation among local and national governments as well as the private sector, 

civil society and other key stakeholders.  

 

UN-Habitat outlined five urban “commandments” necessary for a resilient city, namely: never 

build on a slope with a gradient over 10 per cent; never build in river basins, even if they have 

been dry for decades; never build in low lands without proper drainage; never build an urban 

space without allocating at least 30 per cent of the land for streets; and never build streets less 

than 25 metres wide. 

 

Panelists stressed that local authorities should act as a counterweight to national authorities by 

having their own capacity on the ground, including instruments allowing not only response but 

also risk mitigation, developed through lessons learned from actual disasters.  

 



Several participants also drew attention to the Making Cities Resilient − My City is Getting 

Ready campaign, which encourages local government leaders worldwide to invest more in 

disaster risk reduction activities such as: improving urban planning, infrastructure and building 

safety; reinforcing drainage systems to reduce flood, storm and health threats; installing early 

warning systems; conducting public preparedness drills; and taking measures to adapt to the 

increasing impacts of climate change. As of February 2011, close to 600 cities have signed on to 

the campaign. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The informal Thematic Debate emphasized that the effective strengthening of communities’ 

resilience requires new and innovative forms of public-private partnerships in the political, 

economic, financial, and research fields.  Several calls were heard during the event, including the 

need to elaborate principles for monitoring achievements in disaster risk reduction, the need for 

internationally accepted standards for disaster risk reduction initiatives to ensure transparency 

and accountability as well as the need for enhanced data collection.  

 

In addition, participants called for the scaling-up of investments in disaster risk reduction 

activities, including for education and safer schools, better urban planning, sharing of 

information and technology, and raising of awareness, especially to ensure that specific disasters 

and needs of the victims remained high on the international agenda long after they had dropped 

from the news headlines.   

 

In sum, panelists and participants repeated the three core notions:  

 

The first is awareness- awareness from experience and the lessons learned from the past. 

The second is to prioritize- to respect the five commandments and not blaming the nature. 

The third is prevention- although prevention through investment is mostly not spectacular 

because when it is effective, nobody can see it and nothing happens.  But at the end of the day, 

“nothing happens” is everyone’s shared objective.   

 

The discussions of the Thematic Debate will contribute to the upcoming Third Session of the 

Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction, which will convene from 8-13 May 2011 in 

Geneva as well as the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in 2012 in Rio de 

Janeiro. 
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Remarks by  
Garen Nazarian, Ambassador, Permanent Representative  

of the Republic of Armenia to the United Nations,  
at the UN General Assembly thematic debate                                                             

on Disaster Risk Reduction   

 

 

 

Mr. President,  

 
Armenia welcomes your initiative of holding this thematic debate and the 

acknowledgement of the fact that global efforts and partnership are required 

to safeguard the development and accelerate achievements of the MDGs and 

strengthen the capacity of the countries to cope with disaster impacts.   

 

I thank the distinguished panellists for their thoughtful presentations and 

wish to further elaborate on the issue of the need for development 

investments in the field of disaster reduction. 

 

We believe it is timely to talk about the reorientation of priorities within 

national governments from disaster response-centred approaches to 

preventive strategies to manage natural disasters and provide the countries 

with practical guidance, tools and knowledge necessary to build a safer 

tomorrow.  

 

The Hyogo Framework for Action (2005-2015: Building the Resilience of 

Nations and Communities to Disasters) serves an important guidance for 

disaster reduction at all levels and defines strategies and policy, providing 

integrated mechanisms for addressing such a complex and cross-cutting 

issue as disaster reduction.  

 

As Armenia’s National progress report on the implementation of this 

Framework for Action for the period 2009-2011 notes, we were able to 

incorporate disaster risk management outlines into development plans and 

programs of the Government.  

 

 

In particular, Emergency response commission was established during last 

year. Works on the establishment of Disaster Risk Reduction Fund are 
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carried out and thanks to support of UNDP, creation of National Disaster 

Observatory and Disaster Risk Reduction National Platform is in 

development phase.  

 

In order to develop and strengthen the institutions, mechanisms and 

capacities at all levels, in particular at the community level, we have 

developed Zoning schemes of communities and worked out 3-year 

development plans for rural regions.  

 

In all other Strategic areas we were able to move forward as well. By  

the decision of the Government of Armenia “Program of sustainable 

development” was adopted that includes tasks of reduction of main factors  

of risk including tasks of reduction of seismic risk and management of 

landslide disasters and stability of buildings and constructions.  

 

Mr. President, 

  

For the momentum, the achievements and the expertise built up during the 

MDG implementation period to remain constant, we must, with the support 

of concerted actors within and outside the UN system, provide high visibility 

and credibility for coordinating mechanisms in such fields as increased 

preparedness of emergency response, planning and implementation of DRR 

activities, improving the monitoring system in the countries in case of 

emergencies.  

 

I conclude by welcoming the upcoming 3
rd

 session of the Global Platform 

for Disaster Risk Reduction to be held this May in Geneva and believe it will 

offer an important forum to elaborate on further strategies for a safer world 

in the 21
st
 Century.  

 

Thank you. 
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For New Zealand, disaster risk reduction is no academic issue.  Our country and 
region are prone to natural disasters, including floods, cyclones and 
earthquakes.  Our Pacific Island neighbours are particularly vulnerable – and, 
while, on a world scale, theirs’ can sometimes be small disasters, for small 
countries, the impact can be huge.  Development gains can be wiped away by a 
single event.   
 
Recently, New Zealand’s own disaster preparedness was put to the test.  In 
September 2010 an earthquake of 7.1 magnitude struck, its epicentre not far 
from our second largest city, Christchurch.  At only 5 km deep this was a major 
earthquake, the same magnitude as in Haiti.  Despite $5 billion dollars of 
property damage, no one died.   
 
Nearly six months later, aftershocks still continue, but recovery is well underway 
-a huge task that will take some years.  There’s already been initial reflection on 
the response – an independent review is under way, and we may be able to 
share its findings in May’s session of the Global Platform for Disaster Risk 
Reduction. 
 
Several factors contributed to the relatively limited consequences.  First, we 
were lucky; it struck at 4.30 on a Saturday morning.  Commercial areas were 
closed and most people were at home.  At another time of day the story could 
have been different.  Although close to Christchurch, the epicentre was in a 
mainly rural area.   
 
Second, building codes generally worked.  These must take account of an area’s 
“hazard-scape”, and must be enforced by local authorities.  Much of the damage 
was to older brick or stone buildings, many in the central part of Christchurch.  In 
the suburbs, many houses were similarly damaged - more than 15,000 brick 
chimneys collapsed.  There was also damage to infrastructure, including roads 
and older water and sewer pipes.  In some areas there was liquefaction, 
resulting in shifting, sliding and sinking of land, including in some newer 
residential developments.  Although most of this land can be “remediated”, and 
the houses rebuilt, tighter conditions may be imposed on such developments in 
the future.   
 
The earthquake was also a test for New Zealand’s 2002 Civil Defence and 
Emergency Management Act, which adopted a new approach broadly consistent 
with the 2005 Hyogo Framework for Action.  This involves a national strategy 
using the ‘4 Rs’: Reduction, Readiness, Response and Recovery.  Local civil 
defence and emergency management groups have a coordination role before, 
during and after natural disasters, including dealing with “lifeline” utilities such as 
power, water and telecommunications.  This contributed positively to the 
Christchurch response.    
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Central government also reacted quickly, appointing a Minister with oversight 
responsibilities and establishing a Canterbury Earthquake Recovery 
Commission.   
 
The Earthquake Commission - set up 60 years ago to provide earthquake cover 
for residential properties, plays a key role, including administering a Natural 
Disaster Fund which will meet much of the cost of damage to Christchurch 
homes. 
 
Effective emergency management must be multi-dimensional - the 4 ‘Rs’ must 
interact and complement one another.  Decisions made now on the way 
buildings are rebuilt or repaired will directly impact on future preparedness.   
 
What else did we see? 
 
“Being ready” counts at every level - household, business, city, region and 
national.   
 
To be ready, we must understand and manage the risk - this requires a solid 
foundation of science and research which informs policies and practices, 
including land use planning.  This earthquake occurred on a previously unknown 
fault-line, a surprise to planners.  
 
“Being ready” also requires public education, but involves more than just 
disseminating information: engagement is required.  School programmes play an 
important role and can help improve preparedness levels in the broader 
community.   
 
New Zealand is relatively well prepared, but can still do things better.  The 2010 
earthquake should be a wake-up call but a challenge now is to guard against 
complacency.  The impression that things went well can seriously impact on-
going resilience efforts.  

We are also working on further integrating disaster risk reduction into our 
development programmes and recently announced a new, three-year 
commitment to broad-based disaster preparedness in the Pacific, particularly 
enhanced tsunami readiness in the South West Pacific.  New Zealand also 
supports a new hazard mapping exercise in Samoa, including developing 
evacuation routes for coastal communities.  

Disasters happen; we can’t prevent them, but New Zealand’s recent experience 
shows that we can take steps to reduce the impact and ensure those affected 
are prepared for quick recovery.  That must be our objective. 



Informal Thematic Debate of the 65th Session of the United Nations 

General Assembly on Disaster Risk Reduction 

Wednesday 9 February 2011 

Remarks by Pakistan on Disaster Management – Lessons Learnt 

 

I thank you for this debate. Let me also thank the panelists for their valuable 

insight. 

Pakistan has learnt valuable lessons in disaster risk management, which we 

believe must form part of any future risk mitigation strategies. 

Before I move to lessons learnt, I would like to briefly outline before you 

Pakistan’s disaster risk management structure and framework under which 

we operate. 

Pakistan’s vulnerabilities to disaster risk are many.Our national strategy 

identifies a range of hazards notably: 

i. Avalanches, glacial lake outbursts and landslides; 

ii. Cyclones/storms; 

iii. Droughts; 

iv. Earthquakes, and  

v. Floods. 

We are also cognizant of human induced hazards including transport, 

industrial, oil spills, urban and forest fires, civil conflicts and internal 

displacements of communities due to multiple factors as well as climate 

change; 

Our strategy accords high priority to earthquakes, droughts, flooding, Wind 

Storms and Landslides. In recent past events in this category have inflicted 

serious damage to Pakistan’s economic infrastructure. 

The loss of life and property and the challenges that were faced in the 

aftermath of October 2005 earthquake affecting Azad Jammu and Kashmir 

and the NWFP province exhibited the need for establishing appropriate policy 

and institutional arrangements to reduce losses from disasters in future. 

Consequently, we established the NDMC, the National Disaster Management 

Authority (NDMA) to coordinate and monitor implementation of National 

Policies and Strategies on disaster management. 



One of the major lessons we have drawn from our experience is the need to 

devolve and de-centralize institutional arrangements for disaster 

management. Accordingly, Provincial Disaster Management Commissions 

(PDMCs) and Authorities (PDMAs) have been established while similar 

arrangements have been made in AJ&K and Northern Areas.  

The National Disaster risk Management Framework, developed through wide 

consultation with stakeholders from local, provincial and national levels, 

identifies National Strategies and Policies for disaster management. Nine 

priority areas have been identified within this framework to establish and 

strengthen policies, institutions and capacities over the next five years: These 

include:-  

1. Institutional and legal arrangements for DRM 

2. Hazard and vulnerability assessment. 

3. Training, education and awareness. 

4. Disaster risk management planning. 

5. Community and local level programming. 

6. Multi-hazard early warning system. 

7. Mainstreaming disaster risk reduction into development. 

8. Emergency response system, and 

9. Capacity development for post disaster recovery. 

Floods and Pakistan 

Last year Pakistan faced the biggest disaster in its history. The torrential rains 

and consequent floods led to dislocation and loss of life and infrastructure.  

The impact of these floods cannot simply be ascertained from the extent of the 

floodwater that may have stranded millions of people alone but rather its long 

term impact i.e. how to rehabilitate and target such efforts towards those 

most in need; the poor and marginalized. In our view, some of the important 

lessons on which we need to invest today include: 

Identifying and getting to the most in need: In a flood that had covered an area 

equal to the United Kingdom, the provision of immediate relief to all requires 

training of volunteers and search and rescue capacities in farthest rural areas.  

Role of Community: We have benefitted from the role played by “host 

communities” during the dislocation of 2009, in the wake of floods extended 



families in other parts of the country played the role of host communities. It is 

important to integrate responses to such disaster in over all community 

development policies.  

Needs Assessment:All aid must help people most in need, and it must be the 

right kind, based on accurate information received from the disaster area. On 

ground condition must determine the priorities as opposed to donor 

priorities. Assistance should be provided in close consultation with local 

authorities and the community. 

Rehabilitation efforts must go beyond provision of basic needs: Needs 

assessments and relief programmes should go beyond current needs, and 

assess structural causes of vulnerability. While in the first instance relief is 

about saving lives, aid should be delivered and designed to contribute to a 

long-term improvement of people’s lives, and the prevention of future 

catastrophes. 

Flood Risk Management and Reduction: there is a need to develop market 

based tools for flood risk management, reduction and mitigation such as flood 

insurance schemes for farmers. Our approach towards such disasters must go 

beyond “technical fixes” and include socio-economic considerations. 

Early warning: There is no substitute for an early warning system and one in 

which people can trust and have knowledge off and understand. A large 

number of people despite having received some level of warning once the 

floods moved Southwards in Pakistan could not grasp the extent of disaster. 

So the right message and correct communication that is well received by the 

audience at the right time remains important in reducing risks. 

I thank you. 
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INFORMAL THEMATIC DEBATE OF THE 65
TH
 SESSION OF THE UNITED NATIONS  GENERAL 

ASSEMBLY ON DISASTER RISK REDUCTION - Wednesday, 9 February 2011 · New York 
 

Panel 1- Invest today for safer tomorrow 

 

Being confronted to the impact of the escalating number of natural disasters, there is a need for 

increased global efforts towards integrating disaster risk reduction and the concept of adaptation to 

climate change within both humanitarian operations and development cooperation. 

The EU fully subscribes to the global ISDR agenda and its objectives. Strengthening the connection 

between climate change and natural disaster policies, and between adaptation and disaster risk 

reduction strategies is essential in order to mitigate the impact of disasters. 

We all know that investing in disaster risk reduction (DRR) activities before a disaster takes place 

pays significant dividends compared to paying for relief, recovery, and reconstruction afterwards. But 

we need to improve the knowledge base on disasters including their costs and we need clear and 
transparent assessments of the risks we face. 

 

We fully share the Secretary General’s view that there is evidence of greater investment needs in 

disaster risk reduction as expressed in the findings of the report on the Mid-Term Review of the 

Hyogo Framework to be discussed at the third Global Platform in May 2011.    

 

However, we are confronted with an enormous gap between current and needed spending, the 

difficulty in increasing funds at the requested level of spending and the strong competition for funding 

between the different sectors.  
 

As regards funding, we believe that links between development and climate change adaptation funding 

must be further developed. Disaster risk reduction approaches to building resilient economies and 

societies offer concrete opportunities for climate change adaptation and could be more clearly 

recognized in adaptation funding instruments.  

Our commitment to integrate risk components into developing planning is highlighted by the 60 M€ 

contribution towards DRR mainstreaming in ACP countries that has been programmed through the 

Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) managed by the Word Bank. 

 

We could also explore innovative instruments. In this regard, the EU is currently looking into a 
possibility of using some expertise in risk management that is held by the insurance and re-insurance 

industries. 

 
In this context, we would be interested to hear the panellists views in the following questions:  

 

1. How to adapt existing DRR and adaptation funding mechanisms and actions in order to 

respond more efficiently to the changing needs of the vulnerable people? 

 

2. How can we improve and increase the capacity, role and activity of the mechanisms and 

platforms which have been created and bring in more partners, including regional and country-

level representatives? 

 



3. Which are the incentives for convincing policymakers, businesses and general public to invest 
in DRR/Climate change adaptation? 

 

4. How can we ensure an efficient use of the funds while matching the absorption capacity of the 
beneficiary? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Speaking notes Toni Frisch 
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Main Messages 
 

 Once a natural disaster occurs, the quick and adequate response is always a challenge. 
Therefore, prevention and preparedness is essential. If prevention measures and 
preparedness activities are being implemented on the ground before a disaster hits, the 
response and assistance will be much facilitated. Preparedness includes setting up structures 
for the response, to accommodate and facilitate response organizations, national emergency 
centers and coordination platforms. 

 One of the big challenges of DRR is its non-spectacular nature. It is hardly visible when it 
is being implemented without the context of a big catastrophe, and it does not find the way into 
media and other common advocacy channels easily. For this reason, the political will and 
the political agenda must be set through events such as are taking place today in the 
UN General Assembly in New York. This is a unique opportunity to gain the attention and a 
place on the political agenda, to move forward on making DRR more visible and achievable, 
and to win the media also for reporting on medium- and long term effects. 

 Within the field of DRR, ISDR is the major player who knows the challenges of promoting 
DRR. Switzerland is proud to be one of their supporters, and would like to express its respect 
for the work done and the results achieved so far. For example the initiative “making your city 
resilient” is a practical, operational campaign which combines short- and long term measures. 
A lot remains to be done, but we are confident that DRR is receiving the importance it needs 
to make a difference in the life of people. 

 SDC takes this importance and responsibility very seriously, and allocates about 15% of its 
humanitarian budget to DRR-related activities and undertakings. This is even more 
important giving the fact that some countries lack proper resources to work on this kind of 
invisible work which takes a lot of in-depth understanding and political will to be accomplished 
– especially and understandably, if there are other pressing immediate needs to be met as 
well. 

 In such difficult contexts, finances and sometimes unfortunately even awareness or 
capacity for sound DRR programmes is lacking on the ground. It is often only directly 
after a catastrophe that DRR is being taken into account. For this reason, it is paramount after 
a disaster to look forward and use the spur and the awareness of the moment to build up hope 
for the future, by establishing the needed but not yet existing and functional structures. 

 It is our strong conviction that we need to talk about operational issues on political level. 
Implementation and realization of DRR activities, of prevention and preparedness must be the 
topic on the agenda – concrete work and facilitation of structures, making a difference in 
people’s life, as a much needed addition to the academic exchanges on causes and effects. 

 Locally adapted solutions can be of very pragmatic nature, and must be promoted and 
partially also financed by the international community. The responsibility however lies with the 
host nation.  

 In those first hours, it is of utmost importance that the major humanitarian actors are being 
trained or at least sensitized and aware to lay the foundations for DRR: to “build back better” 
must be  part of humanitarian interventions. 

 Quality and professional standards for aid agencies, government organizations and NGOs 
are needed, similar to the INSARAG guidelines that are being used for earthquake-response. 
To deliver sound and good aid is inherent in the humanitarian principles, and form an essential 
part of good humanitarian work and donorship. 

 In the longer term, development actors will take over and carry on the work of their 
humanitarian colleagues – and here as well, the issue of DRR needs to play an important role 
to make sure that development is sustainable and the accomplishments will not be risked on 
one event. 

 In this regard, we would like to call for greater involvement of governments into the UN 
cluster system during the response on natural catastrophes. More coordination, more 



ownership, more investment of time is already an achievement when it comes to better 
programmes for DRR. 

 In terms of DRR, we consider the shelter cluster to be one of the most important places to 
contribute to concrete, field-based work – also in cooperation with the Federation of the Red 
Cross and IOM. The simple but strong slogan “Build Back Better”, must be the motto in 
the aftermath of a catastrophe.  

 Due to climatic changes, more natural disasters are happening – and in consequence also 
lead to more environmental threats and damages. As an example, Australia floods are not just 
destroying houses and streets, but also carry with them vehicles, garbage and other 
substances that can enter groundwater and have other, often negative long-term impacts. 
Lessons learnt from countries like Australia or Brazil must be used and shared with other 
countries and relevant organizations. 

 Environmental emergencies, or, in other words: the consequences and the impact of 
disasters on the environment are usually underestimated and often ignored. This implies that 
while response is certainly necessary and must be professional, the true and lasting 
focus must lie on prevention. 

 



INFORMAL THEMATIC DEBATE OF THE 65TH SESSION OF THE UNITED 
NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY ON DISASTER RISK REDUCTION 

 
Panel Session: “Invest Today for a Safer Tomorrow” 

 
Over the last years we were able to notice that civil protection in Mexico was held 
in some sort of a reactive system of intervention based mostly in the disaster as 
the trigger for the authority to take action. That encouraged the decision makers to 
propose several lines of action, among which stands out the necessity to amplify 
the governmental intervention, substituting the disaster as the center of the 
discussion and forward actions, by the risk, meaning, its analysis and 
understanding; seeking always for better financing formulas which guarantees no 
affectation to the budget exercise and also allows the growing of the financial 
instruments to prevent and attend natural disasters. 
 
The introduction of the disaster risk management policy in Mexico, brings along the 
accomplishment of different tasks such as the adaptation of our legal framework; 
the definition of a financial favorable structure; the introduction of the disaster risk 
reduction conception and above all, to promote within the academic and scientific 
sector the development of research, studies, teaching and training about disaster 
risk management notion. 
 
Over more than a decade, the Mexican legal framework has been achieving 
various financial instruments, which main purpose is to finance several necessary 
actions to prevent, mitigate and reduce the risk of natural disasters, as well as to 
attend the damages suffered by them. 
 
Those instruments are divided in reactive and preventive ones: 
 
Reactive instruments: The Natural Disasters Fund, know as “FONDEN” was 
created in 1996, which main purpose is to provide resources to the reconstruction 
of the public infrastructure and the housing of the low income population damaged 
by a natural disaster. FONDEN has a program within the federal budget by which it 
receives a certain amount of money every year and it also has a public trust fund, 
which holds the FONDEN economic reserves, and turns out to be the operational 
system thru which the resources are authorized. 
 
FONDEN also has a humanitarian aid component, which facilitates food, shelter 
and other basic needs to safeguarding the life and health of the affected 
population.  
 
Preventive instruments: One of the main achievements that Mexico has had is to 
keep transiting from an exceedingly reactive system to a preventive one. In order 
to that, by 2002 and 2003 two preventive programs were created by law: i) the 
Preventive Trust Fund (FIPREDEN), and ii) the Natural Disasters Prevention Fund 
(FOPREDEN); which purpose is to finance the execution of preventive projects 
promoted by federal entities, as well as by Mexican States, focusing on: risk 
identification; mitigation and disaster risk reduction; the promotion of the prevention 
and self protection culture, among others. 
 



 
By 2008 both preventive instruments had became obsolete, presenting some 
deficiencies and gaps in their operation process, demonstrating the necessity to 
make a structural change in their functioning. So at the end of 2010, we 
accomplished to merge both instruments in one new “Natural Disasters Prevention 
Fund”, which collects all the virtues and advantages of the old separate 
instruments, suppressing their defects, contributing that way to the sustainable 
growth of the investment in more and much better risk reduction actions. 
 
Besides that, being consequently with the marked transition that we suffer during 
the last decade regarding the disaster risk reduction conception, at the beginning 
of the present administration, we were able to include in the National Development 
Plan, the mandatory to preserve the physical integrity and patrimony of all 
Mexicans, as well as to transform the disaster risk management in a priority public 
policy of sustainable development, focused on the knowledge of the risk in order to 
achieve its mitigation and reduction. 
 

CHALLENGES IN THE DISASTER RISK REDUCTION FIELD 
 
In Mexico, our goal in a medium period of time is to achieve a significant decrease 
in the costs to attend natural disasters and by that accomplish a bigger investment 
in the disaster risk reduction field. 
 
It’s urgent and necessary to equilibrate the scale between the reactive expenditure 
and the investment on disaster risk reduction. For that, we are designing and 
implementing some new strategies to attack the structural causes of facing major 
disasters when a natural phenomenon occurs and by that seeking to strength the 
resilience capacities of an organized society based on a proper disaster risk 
management thru the following aspects: 
 

 Adjust and adapt the Mexican legal framework to turn the disaster risk 
management in a priority transversal public policy for all national plans, 
programs and projects regarding public infrastructure in our country, in order to 
achieve that the investment in new infrastructure and in the reconstruction of 
the damaged one, be applied in an intelligent way, with the previous analysis of 
the risks, to finally manage to reduce and mitigate it. 

 

 To reorient the foundations on which is based the planning and budgeting of the 
public expenditure in the matter of investment on infrastructure like a high-
priority aspect in the development of our country, and 

 

 To eradicate the social construction of risks and in a preventive and anticipated 
way, seek for the public resources to be applied in a diligent way in the 
infrastructure that counts with the sufficient analysis to guarantee its strength 
and resistance before the hazards that represents the natural phenomena, 
guaranteeing by that the well-being and security of the population. 

 
The disaster risk management, understood like an investment, will represent for 
the government and for the society an enormous saving, amount that should be 
destined to the sustainable growth of our country. 



 
 
On the other hand, while we managed to balance the scale between the enormous 
cost in the attention of the disasters, against the minor investment in risk reduction, 
we managed to keep adapting the reaches of the Natural Disasters Fund 
(FONDEN), so no matter that its main purpose is to be a reactive instrument, it 
could cover diverse aspects focused in risk reduction, like: 
 
1. Improvements and additions.- in the reconstruction of the public infrastructure 

affected by a disaster, its mandatory to include mitigation and disaster risk 
reduction measures, through regulated construction norms that reduces their 
vulnerability before future threats. We are estimating that during the 
reconstruction processes, the FONDEN is investing approximately 30% of their 
resources in mitigation and risk reduction measures, to avoid future damages. 

 
2. Specialized equipment.- Its possible to acquire with FONDEN resources 

equipment of transport, communication, early warning and any type of 
equipment that contributes to fortify the structures and capacities of the federal 
entities for a better and more effective attention and administration of the 
emergencies and disasters. 

 
3. Finance the constitution of local funds.- FONDEN rules allows that the 

savings of the reconstruction programs be used like an initial contribution so 
that the Mexican states can constitute a local fund for risk reduction and for the 
attention of natural disasters, in order to count on with an instrument to attend 
the more frequent disasters but less intense. 

 
4. Risk Transfer Instruments.- Another main target of the federal government is 

to accomplished that all federal and local infrastructure, are properly insured 
and by that, seek to avoid the enormous disbursements that in some occasions 
must carry out FONDEN and the local governments, before a disaster of great 
magnitude. 

 
For it, FONDEN foresee the possibility of acquiring risk transfer instruments, 
such as: 

 
 Parametric insurance and cat bonds; 
 Excess of loss insurance to protect the FONDEN trust patrimony; 
 Economic support to the local states to accomplish the development of an 

adequate risk transfer strategy. 
 

The target in a medium term is for the FONDEN’s budget to be destined mostly 
to pay the coverage of catastrophic risk transfer instruments and retain a minor 
sum for those more recurrent and less destructive events. 

 
By this way, the FONDEN will have an enormous capacity to confront 
catastrophic events of great magnitude without affecting the public finances. 
 

 
 



 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
 

 We must continue promoting the legal reforms to incorporate the disaster risk 
management as a national public policy, seeking to avoid the execution of the 
public budget without the previous analysis of the disaster risks. 

 

 We must keep fortifying the financial instruments for the prevention of natural 
disasters, until we obtain the balance between the cost to attend the disasters 
and the investment applied in prevention and disaster risk reduction; 

 

 We have to carry on a permanent work of massive diffusion and training about 
the disaster risk reduction and the prevention and self-protection culture, in 
order to grow day by day in the society the knowledge of these concepts, so it 
can be introduced in their daily practices; 

 

 We need to conclude the transit from an intervention of the authorities based on 
the disaster as the center of all the actions, to other sustained in the analysis 
and understanding of its generator that is the presence of the risk, and 

 

 Manage to accomplish a complete risk transfer administration of the natural 
disasters to which Mexico are exposed, looking for its diversification between 
the different financial instruments available in the international market, so 
before the presence of catastrophic disasters, the national public finances are 
not affected and therefore our economic stability. 

 



CITIES AT RISK   -    DISASTER RISK REDUCTION PRESENTATION 

 

By: Mary Jane C. Ortega, Secretary General, CITYNET 

    – for the Informal Thematic Debate at the United Nations General Assembly held in New York 

       on February 9, 2011 

 

When a person commits a crime, and he is penalized, people would say, “HE DESERVES IT.” 

When a person is innocent of a crime and gets punished, the victim will cry out for JUSTICE. 

When a developing city with a small carbon footprint becomes a victim of disasters brought on 

by global warming and climate change, he cries out for ‘JUSTICE!”. 

Fingers point to those with large carbon footprints, but would finger pointing bring on JUSTICE? 

We have seen the recent disasters strike recently, and we have seen that disaster does not 

choose whether you have a large or small carbon footprint.  It just strikes and we feel for the 

victims, forget to finger point, and instead are moved to action. 

CITYNET ESPOUSES LOCAL ACTION FOR THESE GLOBAL  PROBLEMS.  WHAT IS CITYNET? 

It is a network of local governments and partners in Asia Pacific established in 1987, with 120 

members covering 22 countries  Our vision is to improve the quality of life of the urban 

dwellers.  We have four clusters for infrastructure, Millennium Development Goals, Disaster 

Risk Reduction and Climate Change.  Since we are here to discuss DISASTER RISK REDUCTION, 

let me share with you that we advocate a bifocal approach through mitigation and adaptation. 

Our strategy is through CITY TO CITY COOPERATION.  In 2002, CITYNET received the UNITED 

NATIONS HABITAT SCROLL OF HONOUR AWARD for one of our approaches – CITY TO CITY 

COOPERATION.  We do not just have a bilateral cooperation but instead , we bring in all the 

actors, the international community, the donor agencies, the national government, with the 

local government strengthened by its local actors, the local officials, the academe, the private 

sector, the NGOs, and the citizens themselves. 

I am glad to see the Mayor of Banda Aceh here in this panel discussion because they are the 

models of our C2C Cooperation. 



 -Yokohama and Banda Aceh cooperation on waterworks management and         

improvement of water distribution 

 -Yokohama, Kuala Lumpur, Penang and Banda Aceh on urban planning for 

reconstruction 

 -Yokohama and Banda Aceh on local market renovation 

 -Construction of Community Centers in Banda Aceh, Galle and Moratuwa in Sri Lanka 

 -Emergency Preparedness and Disaster Management Plan with PIEDAR, an NGO 

member and Islamabad 

As we can see, the problem was brought about by a global situation but the solution was found 

on the local level, with the assistance of all actors found vertically, such as the international and 

national level, as well as horizontally, among the local actors. 

Our members, ; like  Seoul is helping Palembang and Jakarta on the public transport system 

while Mumbai has the best practice of their flood preparedness program, and Makati City in the 

Philippines for the earthquake resilient city plan. 

Asian cities are encountering increased disasters from natural causes and the risks are made 

more acute because of poverty, poor infrastructure, poor capacity to handle risks, poor early 

warning, and population increases that contribute to high density in vulnerable areas. 

What we have to do is to increase awareness among urban dwellers, intensify information 

campaign, push for good governance and adopt good urban planning, networking.  When I was 

mayor of our city of San Fernando, I was also the Chairman of the Provincial Red Cross Chapter, 

and was able to coordinate relief operations as well as training communities to be resilient; I 

joined the Philippine Coast Guard Auxiliary and had easy access to people who could help in the 

safety of lives at sea, I closely coordinated with the provincial government, the national 

government, with donor agencies, because as we say in CITYNET, TOGETHER WE CAN DO 

MORE.  LET US MAKE DISASTER RISK REDUCTION A PRIORITY OF EACH ONE. 

 In conclusion, let me share with you a story of a group of Latin American  mayors whom I met 

during a World Council of Mayors for Early Warning held in Bonn, Germany.  While exchanging 

ideas, one lady mayor from Costa Rica said, “ WHY DON’T WE BECOME SISTER CITIES?” 

 To this, a mayor of El Salvador said,    “WHAT?  MARRIAGE BETWEEN TWO POOR PERSONS 

CANNOT SUCCEED.  SISTERHOOD CITIES BETWEEN TWO POOR CITIES? THAT IS NOT FEASIBLE.”   



But I said, , “WHY NOT? IF WE CAN GET RICH GODPARENTS, IT WOULD BE POSSIBLE. AND WITH 

OUR COMMITMENT, WE CAN SUCCEED.”  We then appeal to you at the United Nations, the 

UNHABITAT, the developed cities in the developed countries, PLEASE BE OUR GODPARENTS. 

Let our CITY TO CITY COOPERATION between two developing cities succeed.  



DRR - UNGA – NEW YORK - 9 FEBRUARY 2011 

Saumura Tioulong 

 

Investing in DRR 

 

1. Prevention of disasters is a must: who would question immunization or campaigns 

of awareness in the health sector? It is not only a factor of sustainability in 

development, it is essential for the achievement of MDGs and a worthwhile 

financial investment, as 1$ invested in DRR equals on average 7$ in 

reconstruction costs – not counting loss of human lives 

 

2. Because levels of preparedness to cope with natural hazards are unequal, with 

most developed countries more resilient than poorest, international cooperation is 

particularly vital, to share data (weather forecast, early warning systems…), 

prevention methods and experiences. And to avoid duplication of efforts made an 

costs incurred elsewhere. Stress efficiency of South-South cooperation 

 

3. Prevention is a mindset that should govern development assistance programs: 

whether in bilateral or multilateral agreements, the approach of prevention should 

be mainstreamed in all decisions made 

 

4. Parliamentarians and other elected representatives of the people at all levels, 

national, provincial and local, at the most grassroots level, all play an important 

role. They are in close contact with their constituents and know their problems, 

they are useful agents to disseminate information about and train inhabitants on 

preventive measures. The Inter-Parliamentary Union-IPU in cooperation with the 

UN ISDR has published a DRR Kit for Parliamentarians 

 

5. The challenge for all of us is to allocate systematically, since its very 

conception, a certain percentage of any development budget to prevention, to 

DRR.  



Statement Thomas R. Loster, Munich Re Foundation, Munich, Germany 

Thematic Debate of the UN General Assembly on Disaster Risk Reduction 

“Invest today for a Safer Tomorrow”, New York City, USA, 9 February 2011 

 

Natural disasters are increasing dramatically, affecting many economies and millions 

of people. This applies throughout the world, without exception. Many hundreds of 

loss events are registered each year by disaster experts, 2010 being with 950 a 

record year. In Munich Re’s NatCatSERVICE, a global loss database, the ten-year 

annual average is 785 events. 

 

1. Investing in catastrophe prevention pays off, as noted here on the panel. The 

tragic earthquake in Haiti on 12 January 2010, where the death toll far 

exceeded 200,000, is deeply embedded in our memories. In 2010, however, 

another earthquake occurred, giving cause for hope. The Maule earthquake, 

which occurred in Chile on 27 February 2010, released 500 times as much 

energy as the Haiti quake. Since Chile's last major tremor in 1985, 12,300 

buildings had been constructed, only five of which collapsed in the 2010 quake 

thanks to strict compliance with the building codes now in place. This example 

shows that investing in solid construction methods, establishing suitable 

building codes and strictly adhering to them pays off.  

 

2. Where flooding is concerned, there are good examples illustrating the 

profitability of investment in prevention and flood protection. Year after year, 

billions of dollars in losses have been prevented thanks to operations carried 

out by the US Army Corps of Engineers in the USA. My own country, 

Germany, also illustrates the huge leverage investments can exert. For 

instance, the city of Hamburg was flooded when it was struck by a severe 

storm surge in February 1962. The economic loss was estimated to be around 

US$1.5bn (in 2009 values). From 1962 to 2012, more than US$ 2bn were 

invested in dykes and other defence measures. Since 1962, the water level 

that caused major losses during 1962 has been exceeded on several 

occasions – indeed by a substantial amount on three of those – but there was 

no significant damage.  

 

3. Climate change is already evident in natural catastrophe statistics. Munich 

Re's NatCatSERVICE data show a greater increase in atmospheric events 

such as storms and floods than in geological events like earthquakes and 

volcanic eruptions. From 1980 to 2010, the number of storms and floods 

increased by some 300% or more, whilst earthquakes and other geological 

events rose by only 50%.  

 

4. Climate negotiations in the political arena, such as the world climate summits 

(COPs) that are part of the UNFCCC process, are focusing more and more on 

adaptation. Insurance is one element of adaptation, and can be an important 



coping measure. However, the issue at stake is not just premium income or 

claims payments. In any case, money cannot compensate for individual 

tragedies.  

Insurance and insurance-based solutions  

- put a price tag on risk and make risk visible: where there is insurance, we 

usually find in-depth hazard research; 

- can help people, regions and governments to recover faster and return to 

normal and to economic development; 

- serve prevention, which is a key element. Innovative solutions for 

developing countries are underway, but many are still in their fledgling 

stages.  

 

5. The UN declared 2005 the "International Year of Microcredit". This impetus 

has had a significant impact. Microinsurance solutions are currently being 

drafted and introduced in many emerging and developing countries. It is 

possible to reach even the poorest of the poor in regions such as Ethiopia, 

where, under the HARITA project, poor farmers can become involved in 

prevention measures that provide protection against weather extremes.  

They receive compensation under a cash-for-work programme and are given 

access to microfinance services. Governments in the Caribbean can also 

insure themselves against extreme events by means of the Caribbean 

Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility (CCRIF). At present, 16 countries are 

members of this pool. 

 

6. Risk awareness and prevention are key! Investments in technology are 

important for warning of oncoming disasters (e.g. the 2004 tsunami and 

creation of a tsunami warning system in its aftermath), but we also need 

greater involvement of the people at risk. Disasters tend to teach us that 

awareness among people at the grass-roots level is crucial. Capacity-building 

and education are necessary and in line with the UN Development Goals.  

We need approaches from both ends: top-down (i.e. political frameworks, 

international and national strategies) and bottom-up (projects involving people 

at risk, in order to meet their needs and to foster awareness). It is necessary 

to link efforts and create partnerships, and especially to link institutions and 

governmental bodies that have the same target. Furthermore, the creation of 

public-private partnerships is important. The challenges of today and of the 

future can be solved if we combine our efforts. 
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