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Distinguished guests,

Participants at the Workshop on the Role of Modern Civil Protection Systems and New Challenges, 

Ladies and gentleman,

I am sorry that for important family reasons I am unable to be present today in Geneva, but I am very pleased and honoured to have the chance to address you from afar on the occasion of this important workshop. I recall that the Workshop was partly motivated by discussions at the first session of the Global Platform on Disaster Risk Reduction held here in Geneva just last year.

My first point is to note that that the role of modern civil protection systems is changing and that contemporary civil protection, civil defence or disaster management organizations, as they are called in different parts of the world, are gradually evolving towards a different type of organization. They are approaching their main task, the management of disasters from a new perspective. This is being driven by a new understanding of the root causes of disasters, and the need to tackle those causes, rather than just responding when disasters strike.

Over the last two decades, we have seen how thinking has evolved from a passive acceptance of disasters, as a supposedly “natural” fact of life, an “Act of God”, towards an understanding that the level of impact and suffering in natural hazard events, in fact is largely in the hands of communities and governments. If we live in risky places, build weak houses, and damage the environment, then even small hazards may do great damage.
During the 80’s there was a focus on building the technical and scientific foundations of disaster risk reduction, which led to the launching of the UN-sponsored International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, 1990-1999. 

However, it quickly became clear that disaster risk reduction work needed to include social and economic insights and political commitment – which helped shape the launching of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (the ISDR), in 2000. This perspective was also highlighted at the 2002 Johannesburg Sustainable Development Summit, recognising that disaster reduction was an essential requirement for sustainable development. 

Increasing urban density, especially in coastal and river areas, ecosystem degradation and expected impacts of climate change are aggravating disaster risks. Disaster risk reduction will not by itself ensure sustainable development but without it, sustainable development will surely not happen.
More recently, through the adoption in 2005 of the Hyogo Framework for Action, in the aftermath of the Indian Ocean Tsunami tragedy, governments worldwide affirmed that they can - and should - take measures to substantially reduce the disaster risks. The Hyogo Frameworks sets out specific goals and priorities for action, and is now accepted as the international “blueprint” for guiding action on disaster risks. It is supported by an array of specific practical tools and guidelines developed by ISDR system partners to address the various elements required, risk assessments, early warning systems, awareness and education programmes, ecosystem management, building codes, financial tools, preparedness programmes and more.

This is my second point – namely that a radical and crucially important shift has occurred - from a focus on mainly preparing to respond to disasters to a focus on the concept of risk and the social and economic factors that increase risks.  This means that we need to understand not only the hazards, but more importantly, human, social, economic and environmental vulnerabilities.

Since the launching of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, we have seen increased public awareness, networking and partnerships that are facilitating the development of national and local strategies and programmes on disaster risk reduction around the world. At this workshop, information will be distributed showing the number of initiatives, national platforms, thematic platforms and other regional and global initiatives. 

All this is good but it is clearly not enough. As a third point, let me say that there is a great need to scale up these efforts to make them part of our mainstream work, of the way we do business in both public and private fields. Disaster risk reduction needs to become a priority for all nations and communities.  

How can this be done? A key requirement is that all the relevant sectors and organizations, public and private, national and local, need to work it out together. And here is where we see the essential role of civil protection and its contribution to this process. 

Civil protection systems are not expected to implement the full prescriptions of the Hyogo Framework or to become an expert institution on all these areas. However, the promotion and advocacy role, in other words, the leadership role that civil protection can exercise can make the difference between a mere collection of studies, initiatives and technical requirements, and dedicated effective national and local commitment and capacities. 

This need for leadership and proper resourcing and commitment is the number one priority identified by the Hyogo Framework and it is a priority that Civil Protection organisations can take on to promote, develop and coordinate, or at least stimulate that responsibility with other appropriate national organizations. As my fourth and last point, I want to highlight and elaborate on this increasingly important role of Civil Protection organizations. 

The Hyogo Framework’s first priority includes bringing up the subject to the highest levels of government, and keeping government informed of the progression of vulnerability and its reduction; facilitating mechanisms such as national platforms to unite all relevant sectors of government and civil society to jointly develop national and local strategies for risk reduction. These are the tasks of modern civil protection organizations.

Civil protection has already many tools which with a simple change of approach can address the causes rather than only the consequences of disasters.  Assessments, lessons learned, volunteerism, early warning, preparedness programmes, all these tools should be developed and used from now on, to address the roots of the problem, to build the fences at the top of the cliff rather than focusing on getting the ambulances ready at the bottom.
New tools are constantly being developed by the various ISDR system partners, the World Bank, UNDP, WMO, UNEP, OCHA, IFRC and many others at international and regional levels. There is no lack of information or expertise available. A new source of information is being built gradually, the PreventionWeb, which we expect will become a reference hub on the subject, similar to how ReliefWeb works for coordinating response efforts. 
Civil Protection organizations cannot, for example, ensure that all schools and hospitals in a country are safe, but they can ensure that the highest authorities, the president, prime minister and ministers of education and health understand the tragic consequences of inaction or superficial treatment of the subject. 

The recent examples of the Myanmar cyclone, China earthquake and USA floods to name just a few, will increase in frequency and impact unless action is taken on disaster risks. The international community has started to address the issue by designing a set of collective mechanisms, including the Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction, which is now developing associated regional platforms. It is imperative that at the national and local levels, similar multi-stakeholder, multisectorial and multidisciplinary platforms are developed to address these new challenges.

Civil Protection has an essential role to play in making high level authorities and the public aware of the risks they are exposed to, also aware of the fact that an organization is taking care of their safety, and that there are tools prepared to deal with the impact of natural hazards.  
The shift in the civil protection approach from purely response towards prevention and mitigation - is developing fast around the world. In all regions rich and poor the new approach is gaining ground. It is only a matter of time until it becomes the higher priority it needs to be, but it is in your hands to make that waiting period as short as possible. 
I am very pleased to offer all the support of the ISDR system through its secretariat, the UN/ISDR, to facilitate this process. I look forward to continuing the dialogue with each of you many times in the near future and in preparation for the second session of the Global Platform, Geneva, 15-19 June 2009. 

Finally, I express my gratitude and appreciation to the governments of Italy and Russia for taking the lead to organize this important discussion which I hope can be replicated in other places, and also to all of you for dedicating time to come to Geneva. I wish you a very productive workshop. Thank you.






































































































Mission





The ISDR aims at building disaster resilient communities by promoting increased awareness of the importance of disaster reduction as an integral component of sustainable development, with the goal of reducing human, social, economic and environmental losses due to natural hazards and related technological and environmental disasters.





OCHA Mission Statement





To mobilize and coordinate effective and principled  humanitarian action in partnership with national and international humanitarian actors in order to:





 alleviate human suffering in disasters and emergencies 


 advocate for the rights of people in need


 promote preparedness and prevention


 facilitate sustainable solutions
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