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International planning systems
for disaster
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Introduction

Over the past several decades, a number of critical issues integral to but long neglected in
development efforts became agendas to enter the mainstream of development policy and projects.
These include gender (first called for at the Third World Conference on Women 1985) and the
environment (Rio Declaration 1992). In a similar fashion, early work in the 1980s pointed out
that misconceived and poorly planned development could be the cause of disasters in low-
income countries (Hagman et al. 1984) and called for incorporating natural hazard risk assessment
into development planning and projects (Organization of American States 1988).

One need only look at the many comparisons made between the earthquakes that occurred
in Haiti on 12 January 2010 and Chile a month later to understand the many development
failures that contributed to the tremendous loss of life and destruction in Haiti (see Chapter 26).
The 2006 review of twenty years of World Bank lending for so-called ‘natural’ disasters
undertaken by the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG 2006) recognised the foreseeable nature
of hazard risk and found that those risks were infrequently considered in country programmes
or project financing.

For example, of sixty-five projects in the transportation, urban development, and water and
sanitation sectors approved between 2000 and 2004, the study found that in only three cases did
the project documentation describe how a natural hazard might affect the project and how that
risk could be addressed. The Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in
Humanitarian Action (ALNAP 2010) reviewed some 700 evaluations by humanitarian agencies
and concluded that co-ordination between the humanitarian sector and International Financial
Institutions (IFIs) was not taking place. ALNAP also found that in recent years, given that more
funding has been available for emergencies, there was a tendency in both camps to duplicate
efforts. As a result, both humanitarian relief agencies and development institutions provided
relief, rehabilitation and reconstruction. Here again donor co-ordination seemed important, but
was largely missing.

Support for mainstreaming disaster risk reduction (DRR) picked up momentum in the mid-
to-late 1990s, and since then there has been growing support and movement towards
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integrating disaster risk concerns into development planning and practice. In the process of
staking its claim on the development agenda, some proponents of DRR went beyond the call
for recognising and addressing the risk inherent in development activities to establishing DRR
as a distinct field of study and practice. Disaster risk reduction (DRR) as a field is somewhat an
orphan child. Promoted and still funded for the most part by humanitarian agencies, it has
strived for its place in the development world. This chapter aims to provide an overview of the
global-level dialogue and activities related to planning for disaster risk reduction, the current
architecture of the DRR system and the progress and challenges of the DRR agenda as the
awkward child of the humanitarian, development and now climate change adaptation fields (see
Chapter 14, Chapter 18 and Chapter 51).

Overview of the international humanitarian system

To understand the current international DRR system, it is first necessary to understand the
international humanitarian system and its relationship to development institutions. An assessment
by ALNAP (2010: 18–19) of the humanitarian system describes a system of non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and the Red Cross/Red Crescent movement, donor states and United
Nations (UN) agencies made up of approximately 595,000 humanitarian workers and with
programming worth about US$7 billion in 2008.

Walker refers to the current system as more of an ‘eco-system’, and provides an insightful
analysis of its history and competing agendas of containing crises to maintain order and gov-
ernance (going back to the famines in India of the 1800s); promoting compassion (the birth of
the Red Cross and the principles of impartiality and neutrality); advocating change (exemplified
by the Save the Children Fund and its use of relief to promote the rights of children); and
delivering welfare (or a ‘soft’ version of containment, with agencies such as CARE and the
World Food Programme (WFP) seeking to ‘ameliorate the collateral damage in the system but
not to change it’) (Walker 2010: 5–9; see also Walker and Maxwell 2008).

Walker states that as humanitarianism became big business, there were a number of related
factors that brought into question the basic humanitarian principles of impartiality and neutrality
(see Chapter 7). Many of these factors related to the growing complexity of conflict-related
emergencies, including the political interests of the national donor governments funding
humanitarian work, the use of for-profit and military actors in humanitarian response operations
and the changing nature of contemporary conflict.

As a result of this changing landscape, a ‘new humanitarianism’ developed in the 1990s that
recognised the political nature of all aid, and emphasised more human rights-based and develop-
mental approaches to relief aid (Anderson 1999). Many viewed this as a necessary recognition of
the realities of a post-Cold War world. Over time, however, experience revealed the dangers of
stepping back from such principles as independence, neutrality and universalism. Fox (2001) and
others (Terry 2002; Polman 2010) discuss the implications that new humanitarianism has for
humanitarian action in the context of conflict, involving access to affected people, the safety of
humanitarian workers, the distinction between ‘deserving’ and ‘non-deserving’ victims and the
promotion of conditional relief aid based on a Western agenda. Fox (2001) distinguishes between
the political manipulation of humanitarian aid and the ‘conscious use of humanitarian aid by
agencies to pursue political ends that is proposed in new humanitarianism’ (Fox 2001: 288).

De Waal adroitly lays out the humanitarian’s dilemma and the different cruelties inherent in
humanitarianism. These include the individual cruelty of failing to do good in the margin (e.g.,
turning people away at a camp for internally displaced persons who do not meet the criteria for
admission); the institutional cruelties that occur when humanitarian principles clash (e.g.
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Box 50.1 Trust in the UN system

Ben Wisner
Aon-Benfield UCL Hazard Research Centre, University College London, UK

Ilan Kelman
Center for International Climate and Environmental Research – Oslo (CICERO)

(This box does not represent the views of the chapter’s author or her employer.)

The effectiveness of international advocacy for DRR is to some extent linked to the
credibility of the entire UN system. Scandals and controversies involving one specialised
agency of the UN cast a shadow over the whole. Since 2005, several issues have arisen
that might erode public trust in the system.

Recent controversies

Accusations were made in 2010 that the World Health Organization (WHO) had exag-
gerated the threat of the H1N1 virus pandemic, resulting in the waste of millions of US
dollars by world governments, and that members of the expert group that advised
WHO on the pandemic had links to large pharmaceutical companies who profited from
sales of vaccines (Stein 2010). In response, the WHO’s Director-General stated that
‘potential conflicts of interest are inherent in any relationship between a normative and
health development agency, like WHO, and profit-driven industry’ (United Nations
2010). She noted that the WHO was in the process of establishing and enforcing
stricter rules of engagement with the private sector, but stressed that ‘at no time, not
for one second, did commercial interests enter my decision-making’.

In December 2010 a French epidemiologist working for the French and Haitian gov-
ernments announced results of tests that suggested that Haiti’s cholera epidemic had
originated at a UN peacekeepers’ base outside Mirebalais, along a tributary to Haiti’s
Artibonite River. The strain of cholera matched one from South Asia (BBC 2010c).
There had been suspicions and protests about this for weeks, with at least one protester
being killed by the UN peacekeepers. The UN had steadfastly denied the allegations.
Soon after the French scientist’s announcement, the UN said it would organise a study
of the issue.

These blows to the UN’s credibility came on top of a long series of allegations of its
peacekeepers engaging in illegal economic activities in some of their mission locations
and also of engaging in sexual abuse (Polman 2010).

Longer-standing discontents

These recent instances came against the background of many years of criticism of the
UN system from all points on the political and ideological spectrum.

For years some member countries and independent voices had criticised the UN
system for being excessively bureaucratic, wasteful of resources and non-transparent.
Conservative governments in the UK and USA in the 1980s insisted on reforms at a
time when the UN’s financial position was deteriorating. Criticism also came from the
left, to the effect that parts of the UN system worked too closely with big business. For
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Rwanda); and the escapable cruelties of ‘failing to apply workable technologies in the right
place, at the right time, or in the right way’ (de Waal 2010: 134). De Waal points out that
while research and learning from humanitarian action experience can, and have, improved
humanitarian outcomes and reduced the number of ‘escapable cruelties’, there are certain ele-
ments of cruelty that are inherent to the humanitarian mission and with which we will continue
to struggle (see Chapter 61).

Architecture of the international humanitarian system

The UN system

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC, www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc) brings together
all major humanitarian agencies, both within and outside the UN system. Chaired by the UN’s
Emergency Relief Coordinator, it develops policies and agrees on the division of responsibilities
among humanitarian agencies. Besides the IASC, the UN’s humanitarian system portal highlights
the role of the following agencies (www.un.org/en/globalissues/humanitarian).

The humanitarian and disaster-relief efforts of the UN system are overseen and facilitated by
the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA, ochaonline.un.org), led by
the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator. Among its many activities, OCHA provides the latest
information on emergencies worldwide, launches international ‘consolidated appeals’ to mobi-
lise financing for the provision of emergency assistance in specific situations and co-ordinates
disaster response (see Box 50.2). In war, the Secretary-General helps to negotiate ‘zones of
peace’ for the delivery of humanitarian aid and UN peacekeepers protect the delivery of that
aid (www.un.org/en/peacekeeping), whether provided by members of the UN system or such
humanitarian bodies as the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC, www.icrc.org)
(see Chapter 7).

The ICRC is part of the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement that deals with conflict
situations and serves as the guardian of the Geneva Conventions. The International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) deals with non-conflict disasters. The two
institutions, in addition to 186 national societies, comprise the Red Cross/Red Crescent
Movement, which is the largest humanitarian network in the world. This division of labour was
agreed upon in 1997 to address the complexity of humanitarian emergencies (www.redcross.
int/en/history/movement.asp).

example, George (1976) documented how the Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) of the UN promoted agricultural machinery made by large Western corporations
and inputs from the chemical industry.

Some criticisms went further and were political. The USA left the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1984, and the UK left in 1985, over
alleged anti-Western bias that they perceived in that specialised agency, although both
countries have since rejoined. Other countries considered so-called ‘structural adjust-
ment’ programmes enforced by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund
(IMF) as a ‘condition’ of loans to be intrusive and heavy handed, and, in effect, working
on behalf of Western banks and other financial institutions.

Thus criticised from many angles and dependent on member country financial con-
tributions, especially those of the largest economies, the UN system must engage in a
difficult balancing act.
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There are other actors in the UN system involved in disaster and humanitarian affairs, leading
some critics to view the current system as suffering from sub-optimal coordination and effec-
tiveness. A series of highly publicised events over the past few years (see Box 50.1) have also
contributed to the view in some quarters that the UN may face a crisis of trust in its ability to
carry out its assigned responsibilities. Irrespective of those views, shared neither by this chapter’s
author nor many at the UN itself, it is hard to imagine the world without the UN or its critical
work in these areas.

Other international organisations and movements

The IFRC is a worldwide system in its own right, which began in 1919 and has grown to include
186 national societies and a long history of promoting and supporting DRR and community-
based, local action. Its precursor, the Red Cross, was founded in 1863. The IFRC publishes the
World Disaster Report annually, a publication that has consistently attempted to call attention to
neglected aspects of vulnerability and DRR (www.ifrc.org/publicat/wdr/index.asp). The IFRC
and a number of its national societies are active participants in policy discussions at international
and national level, as well as providing expert technical assistance. For example, the Netherlands
Red Cross hosts an IFRC-wide focal point for expertise in climate change and DRR, the Red
Cross/Red Crescent Climate Centre (www.climatecentre.org).

Many other international professional, academic and civil society organisations and networks
interact with the UN and IFRC systems on themes, projects and programmes that bear on
DRR (see Chapter 60 and Chapter 61). While this form of collaboration is growing rapidly,
still the most visible way in which many of these diverse international organisations interact is in
disaster response, relief and recovery activity (see Chapter 42). Literally hundreds of different
national agencies and groups may respond to a large disaster such as the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami or the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. Co-ordination in these circumstances is crucial, and a
good deal of energy has gone into developing mechanisms to do this (see Box 50.2).

Box 50.2 The cluster system

Ben Wisner
Aon-Benfield UCL Hazard Research Centre, University College London, UK

Margaret Arnold
World Bank

As part of the humanitarian reform process, an attempt to improve humanitarian out-
comes came with the launch of the cluster approach in 2005. The IASC endorsed a
proposal in September 2005 that assigned various UN agencies to lead sector ‘clusters’
intended to identify and fill assistance gaps in a predictable and accountable manner in
all humanitarian operations. The cluster approach has five goals:

� to ensure that sufficient global capacity is built up and maintained in all main areas of
response;

� to ensure predictable leadership in all the main areas of response and ensure a ‘pro-
vider of last resort’;
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� to promote partnerships between UN agencies, the IFRC, international organisations
and NGOs, and to avoid situations where governments have to deal with hundreds
of uncoordinated international actors;

� to strengthen accountability at the global level and to beneficiaries; and
� to improve strategic field-level co-ordination and prioritisation in specific sectors/areas

of response through the cluster leads.
(UNOCHA 2010b)

There are eleven clusters, each led by one or more organisation(s) (see Table 50.1).
These include UN and international NGOs and other international agencies. There are
also four cross-cutting clusters: age, gender, environment and HIV/AIDS. Membership
of clusters incorporates dozens of bilateral agencies, NGOs and other actors in any
given disaster situation.

Although the cluster approach was designed in 2005, nearly all of the 160 key infor-
mants complained of lack of co-ordination to ALNAP researchers conducting the 2010
State of the Humanitarian System report (ALNAP 2010: 49). More than one-half of 250
respondents told ALNAP that the transaction costs of co-ordination on humanitarian
actors were ‘too high – not worth the burden on the organization’ (ALNAP 2010: 42).
Early on, in response to the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan, problems were evident in
reaching out to local community leaders and development workers and getting them
to participate in the clusters and sub-clusters (Street 2007). That has persisted and was
observed again in Haiti in 2010.

Davies (2008) reports opinions that the cluster approach had opened up space for
discussing difficult cross-cutting issues such as landlessness, disability and female-
headed households – issues that are quite often neglected. It is still too early to judge if
the cluster system is a recipe for too many meetings or if it will become a routine
instrument for improved humanitarian assistance. An evaluation by the IASC in 2010
pointed to reduced duplication of efforts and better identification of gaps (VOICE
2010: 2).

Table 50.1 The cluster system and its co-ordinators

Cluster Coordinated by

Agriculture FAO
Camp coordination and management UNHCR and IOM
Early recovery UNDP
Education Save the Children Fund and UNICEF
Emergency shelter UNHCR and IFRC
Emergency communications OCHA and WFP
Health WHO
Logistics WFP
Nutrition UNICEF
Protection UNHCR
Water, sanitation and hygiene UNICEF
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The role of national governments in the humanitarian system

Contemporary national institutions that deal with disaster evolved from military and paramilitary
institutions to deal with ‘civilian defence’ (revived in the US notion of ‘homeland security’ and
still evident in some agencies, such as those in Latin America with the name protección civil). In
former colonies and countries dependent on foreign economic assistance, these institutions were
further structured around the need to co-ordinate as hosts the large amounts of overseas aid that
would accompany disaster response and recovery (see Chapter 51). Little of any of this laid the
foundation for prevention and DRR or established a connection with routine development
planning. From the turn of the millennium onwards, there has been more emphasis on DRR at
a national scale, and the various UN agencies working at country level have partners and focal
points for DRR interventions, as well as often a variety of new laws to provide national
frameworks for DRR.

There are also now a variety of regional institutions that support national efforts at DRR,
such as the African Parliamentarian Group in DRR and Climate Change Adaptation, the Arab
Disaster Risk Reduction Network, the Southeast Europe and Central Asia Disaster Risk
Reduction Steering Committee, CDEMA in the Caribbean (www.cdema.org), the Pacific Islands
Applied Geoscience Commission (SOPAC, www.sopac.org/index.php/sopac-programmes/
community-risk-programme), the Asian Disaster Reduction Response Network (ADRRN,
www.adrrn.net) and the Andean Committee for Disaster Prevention and Care (www.comunidad
andina.org/predecan/contexto_caprade.html).

From managing disasters to managing risk

Many of the challenges facing new humanitarianism are more relevant to conflict situations, and
their debate lies beyond the scope of this chapter (see Chapter 7). The DRR significance is that
the principle of addressing underlying causes in addition to impacts, as is common with
expressions of new humanitarianism, was taken up actively by some agencies working with
disasters involving natural hazards. In the case of some agencies this could be considered ‘mission
creep’ and in other cases a necessity because of the need to respond to more and more disasters.
There was a growing realisation of the necessity to link relief and development efforts and to use
complementary approaches to deal with both the underlying causes and impacts of disasters.
Accordingly, there is more effort at the international level to deal with root causes of disasters
before they occur.

The International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction and the ISDR

During the 1990s the UN declared the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction
(IDNDR) with the goal of reducing losses of life and property, and reducing the social and
economic disruption caused by so-called ‘natural’ disasters (United Nations 1989b). While the
IDNDR was never independently evaluated, it was commonly criticised for overemphasising
scientific and technical approaches to risk reduction, to the detriment of understanding and
addressing issues related to social vulnerability. The mid-term review of the IDNDR pointed this
out, and an attempt was made to increase the focus on socio-economic vulnerability factors in
understanding disaster risk (Alexander 1993: 617). Towards the later part of the IDNDR, there
was also recognition of the importance of understanding local conditions of vulnerability – and
the related need to involve and support local actors. This led to an emphasis on urban disaster risk
reduction capacity during the last few years of the IDNDR (see Chapter 53).
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At the conclusion of the IDNDR, it was replaced with the International Strategy for Disaster
Reduction (ISDR), and a Secretariat was created to continue efforts towards reducing disaster
losses. The specific goals of the ISDR are:

� to increase public awareness to understand risk, vulnerability and disaster reduction globally;
� to obtain commitment from public authorities to implement disaster reduction policies and

actions;
� to stimulate interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral partnerships, including the expansion of risk

reduction networks; and
� to improve scientific knowledge about disaster reduction.

(UNISDR 2005b)

The ISDR is simply a strategy framework which was adopted by UN member states in 2000. The
strategy is served by a Secretariat which is meant to act as the focal point in the UN system for
co-ordination of disaster risk reduction efforts. It is formally responsible to the UN’s Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). In practice, the division of labour places
relief and recovery co-ordination under the OCHA and DRR under the ISDR Secretariat. The
UNISDR also refers to the ISDR system (or simply ISDR) of ‘numerous organisations, States,
intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations, financial institutions, technical bodies
and civil society, which work together and share information to reduce disaster risk’ (UNISDR
2010b).

With the challenging mandate to generate awareness, political will and public commitment
for DRR, the ISDR has struggled somewhat to establish itself as a credible ‘shepherd’ of
the international community towards commitments and action on DRR. With limited capa-
city, the UNISDR attempted to co-ordinate the diverse range of system stakeholders, many
of which felt little ownership of the ISDR. The capacity of the ISDR is expanded by the efforts
of specialists in other agencies, members of various bodies created to co-ordinate efforts
focused on DRR. These include the Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction, many
national platforms and regional platforms, as well as thematic platforms, an ISDR donor support
group, an inter-agency group, a scientific and technical committee and a management oversight
board.

A 2005 evaluation of the Secretariat (Christoplos et al. 2005) found that the Secretariat had
applied a strategy of attempting new initiatives, but that these would require stable, long-term
funding. Rather than harnessing and supporting the ongoing efforts of system partners, there
was confusion around whether the UNISDR was an operational body or a non-operational
entity focused on co-ordination and awareness-raising. The same evaluation found that this
raised ‘unrealistic expectations for more direct material support to national processes and a
blurring of the Secretariat’s role as a non-operational “honest broker” within the United
Nations system’ (Christoplos et al. 2005: 2). By the time of the ISDR’s World Conference on
Disaster Reduction (WCDR) in Kobe, Japan in 2005, support for the ISDR and for a costly
international conference was waning. The occurrence of the Indian Ocean earthquake and
tsunami disaster in December 2004, just before the WCDR in January 2005, reignited DRR as
a priority, and ‘In the view of many stakeholders, the WCDR was saved from near obscurity by
the interest thus generated’ (Christoplos et al. 2005: 10).

The result of the Kobe conference was the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) (UNISDR
2005b), a ten-year framework to reduce disaster losses which was signed by 168 countries.
Several HFA principles and priority actions focus on integrating disaster risk considerations into
development planning (see Box 50.3); however, the agreement is not legally binding. Despite
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this, the HFA has served as an important rallying point, which the UNISDR has used to build
ownership and commitment to the DRR agenda.

Four years later, a follow-up evaluation of the UNISDR documented the progress of the
Secretariat in becoming a relevant champion for DRR. The evaluation found that ‘Since
the evaluation in 2005, UNISDR has maintained its role as “honest broker” within and beyond
the UN system and has increased its relevance in key areas, but has made little progress in
clarifying roles and responsibilities’ (Dalberg Global Development Advisors 2010).

The ISDR has established a system for governments to self-assess and to report progress of
work under the HFA’s five priority areas (see Box 50.3). The ISDR summarises progress on a
biennial basis in its Global Assessment Report (GAR). The Global Network of Civil Society
Organizations for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) undertook reviews published in 2009 and 2011
that provided a local perspective on progress towards the HFA. This is a bottom-up assessment
that complements the top-down review undertaken in the GAR. The title of the 2009 report,
Clouds but Little Rain, puts the findings in a nutshell (GNDR 2009). Some 7,000 local actors in
forty-eight countries surveyed judged progress in implementing the HFA to have been stalled at
the national level, with little trickling down. The GNDR carried out a second, ambitious
‘reality check’ in 2010–11, which focused specifically on the question of local risk governance.

Development institutions

Towards the end of the IDNDR, development institutions also started paying more attention to
addressing the underlying causes of disasters. For example, the World Bank and the Inter-
American Development Bank began efforts to assess their disaster-related activities in a more
strategic manner and to address disaster risk as an integral part of development. A number of
bilateral donors, including the UK’s Department for International Development, Norway’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Swedish International Development Co-operation Agency, and
others that were facing increasing demands on their humanitarian action budgets, also began to
shift attention towards ex ante action for disaster risk reduction.

Box 50.3 The five priority areas defined by the Hyogo Framework for
Action

The Editors

The UN’s framework for ‘significantly’ reducing disaster risk by 2015 calls on govern-
ments, among other stakeholders, to do five things. These are referred to as the five
‘priority areas’ (PAs) of the Hyogo Framework of Action (HFA) (www.unisdr.org/eng/
hfa/hfa.htm):

� Ensure that DRR is a national and local priority with a strong institutional basis for
implementation.

� Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning systems.
� Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience

at all levels.
� Reduce the underlying risk factors.
� Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.
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Several disasters contributed to building the momentum of the disaster risk reduction agenda.
Hurricane Mitch devastated Central America in October 1998, killing thousands and causing
about US$6 billion in losses. At the donor conference held in Stockholm to raise support for
the reconstruction efforts, the leaders of Central American countries called for a ‘transformation’
of the region rather than mere reconstruction, with a focus on reducing the region’s vulner-
ability as an overriding goal. There was a growing realisation that the economic losses from
disaster events were growing steadily, and increasing efforts to understand and document the
developmental impacts of catastrophic events (Wisner 2001a).

Key milestones for the World Bank in this process were the establishment of the Disaster
Management Facility (DMF) in 1998 and the launch of the ProVention Consortium in 2000.

With little existing capacity (or budget support) within the World Bank for disaster risk
management, and recognising the cross-disciplinary nature of the issue, the DMF reached out to
external experts in its formation of the ProVention Consortium. It established an informal
network of organisations from development and humanitarian institutions, academia, civil
society and the private sector. With funding support from a few bilateral donors, ProVention
dedicated its efforts to documenting the long-term financial and economic impacts of disasters,
demonstrating the linkages between disasters and poverty reduction, and proving that disasters
were indeed a development issue. Risk analysis and modelling tools were also developed, as
well as work with the private sector on alternative risk-financing mechanisms.

In early 2003 the ProVention Secretariat was transferred to the IFRC in Geneva. At that
time, ProVention expanded its network of civil society and academic partners and initiated
efforts to improve knowledge generation and sharing among researchers and practitioners in the
global South. The relationship with the IFRC allowed ProVention to capitalise on the strengths
of its new host to focus on community-based disaster risk management (see Chapter 59 and
Chapter 64), and to forge closer linkages with humanitarian and local vulnerability needs. One
of the innovations undertaken was collaboration with the development and solidarity organisa-
tion Grassroots Organizations Operating Together in Sisterhood (GROOTS, www.groots.org)
in piloting a community disaster resilience fund (ProVention Consortium 2010).

A key ProVention initiative served as a watershed of sorts for the recognition of disaster risk
management as a development issue within the World Bank. Natural Disaster Hotspots: A Global
Risk Analysis was published in 2005 (Dilley et al. 2005). Where past risk maps identified where
people were at risk, Hotspots also mapped economic assets that were at risk. Using a common
geospatial unit of reference, Hotspots ranked countries in terms of highest risk potential, pro-
viding the scientific underpinnings to inform the World Bank and other donors where there
was the greatest need for risk reduction.

Another key milestone at the World Bank was Hazards of Nature, Risks to Development, a
review of twenty years of World Bank activities for ‘natural’ disasters since 1984. This covered
528 projects amounting to US$26.3 billion, or 9.4 per cent of World Bank commitments over
that period (IEG 2006: 11). This study was the first comprehensive assessment of the Bank’s
disaster-related assistance, and served to inform efforts to update the Bank’s emergency response
policy. The study concluded that while the Bank had done a decent job at assisting client
countries to rebuild infrastructure after disasters, it did not do as well at reducing vulnerability
and addressing root causes of disasters.

In September 2006 the World Bank, together with UN/ISDR and bilateral donors, laun-
ched the Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) as a partnership of
the ISDR system to ‘mainstream disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation in
country development strategies by supporting a country-led and managed implementation of
the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA)’ (GFDRR 2010). The GFDRR builds on the work
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of ProVention, and represents an important effort to promote the application of knowledge
generated at the country level. By providing technical assistance grants, the GFDRR serves as a
sort of market development facility for risk reduction investment.

The international aid system will likely continue to sort out its architecture, shuffling funds
between the development, DRR and climate change adaptation (CCA) pots. It is important to
continue encouragement and pressure to invest more in reducing risk and preventing disasters as
part of development. It is equally important, however, to encourage investment in the most
appropriate, effective preventive measures rather than in prevention per se. This point is borne
out very clearly in the joint World Bank–UN report on Natural Hazards, UnNatural Disasters:
The Economics of Effective Prevention (World Bank 2010e) (see Box 50.4). The report emphasises
that ‘effective prevention depends not just on the amount but on what funds are spent on’. It
goes on to say that while there are few specific DRR investments that governments need to
make (e.g. weather forecasting technology, early warning systems, extra efforts to protect critical
infrastructure), effective investments in disaster risk reduction will not come from DRR budget
lines. Rather, effective reduction of disaster risk is about provision of basic services, maintenance
of infrastructure, good governance, strong institutions, making risk information available and
allowing for public involvement and oversight.

Are lessons being learned?

The cross-cutting nature of DRR means that efforts are often not considered as falling within a
specific sector and not considered in a strategic manner. This also applies when it comes to
evaluation. While many agencies assess their performance in individual interventions, more
strategic assessments of agency roles in the response and recovery process are lacking. For
development institutions, disaster operations are not looked upon as a sector and, therefore, not
evaluated in a strategic manner. While this remains a problem, a shift towards a more strategic
approach to evaluation, including for disasters involving natural hazards, began after the Joint
Evaluation of the International Response to the Rwanda Genocide, when the international
community realised the need to assess how interventions interacted with each other in a specific
context (Sellström et al. 1996).

ALNAP (www.alnap.org) was established in 1997, following the multi-agency evaluation of
the Rwanda genocide. ALNAP counts on participation of key humanitarian donors, NGOs, the
Red Cross/Red Crescent, the UN and academia to improve humanitarian performance through
the development of analysis and tools made accessible to all. ALNAP has developed a rich
database of learning on humanitarian response to disasters.

In 2002 ProVention initiated one of the first inter-agency efforts to assess the long-term
disaster recovery process, with a series of case studies on Bangladesh (1998 floods), Honduras
(1998 Hurricane Mitch), India (2001 Gujarat earthquake), Mozambique (2000 and 2001 floods)
and Turkey (1999 earthquake). ProVention also teamed up with ALNAP to publish a series of
short notes on key lessons from relief and recovery efforts, each with a specific focus on urban
disasters, earthquake, floods and slow-onset events. One of ProVention’s final publications
included a study of lessons from the recovery in Nicaragua ten years after Hurricane Mitch
(www.proventionconsortium.org/?pageid=37&publicationid=170#170).

In terms of actual learning, it seems that there is a long way to go to the integration of the
lessons into practice. In November 2006 a conference discussed disaster operations, highlighting
aspects that facilitate institutional change and improve practices. A dramatic convergence of
evaluation findings emerged. While the evaluations had been undertaken by diverse institutions
(IFIs, bilaterals, humanitarian organisations, etc.), they bore out very similar findings (IEG
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2008). A follow-up conference held two years later revealed that most of those lessons had not
yet been applied. Among these one might highlight the following:

� to ensure long-term engagement for vulnerability reduction;
� to make prevention and mitigation a priority;
� to use disaster-resistant techniques in infrastructure reconstruction;
� to customise disaster response to a country’s specific needs;
� to engage beneficiaries during interventions;
� to include local governments in decisions; and
� to strengthen line agencies’ disaster risk management capacity.

Box 50.4 The economics of effective prevention

Bianca Adam
Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery, World Bank

In 2008 the World Bank and the UN embarked on a major report, which for the first
time assesses the economics of disaster prevention in a comprehensive way. Launched
on 11 November 2010, Natural Hazards, UnNatural Disasters: The Economics of Effective
Prevention (www.worldbank.org/preventingdisasters) presents research by over seventy
experts from over two dozen institutions around the globe, including economists, climate
scientists, geographers, political scientists and psychologists.

The report delivers five key messages, four addressed to policy-makers and a final
one to the donor community.

First, governments can and should make information on hazard risks more easily acces-
sible to enable people to make informed prevention decisions.

Second, governments should let land and housing markets work, supplementing them
with targeted interventions when necessary. When land and housing markets work,
property values reflect hazard risks, guiding people’s decisions on where to live and
what prevention measures to take. In Mumbai, where rent controls have been perva-
sive, property owners have neglected maintenance for decades, so buildings crumble in
heavy rains. The poor bear the brunt of the cumulative effects of such policies (tax
structure, city financing arrangements, and so on), which produce only a limited and
unresponsive supply of affordable, legal land sites for safer housing.

Third, governments must provide adequate infrastructure and other public services,
ensuring that new infrastructure does not introduce new risk. Locating infrastructure
out of harm’s way is one way of doing so. Where that may not be possible, another
way is to execute multipurpose infrastructure projects, such as Kuala Lumpur’s Storm-
water Management and Road Tunnel (SMART), which combines a roadway and a drain
in one tunnel.

Fourth, good institutions must develop to permit public oversight. One robust finding of
the report is that countries with well-performing institutions are better able to prevent
disasters, including reducing the likelihood of disaster-related conflict. Fostering these
institutions is difficult. Partly, it means recognising the role of the market. It means let-
ting evolve a messy array of overlapping entities (the media, neighbourhood associa-
tions, engineering groups), which may not all have lofty motives but nevertheless allow
divergent views to percolate into the public consciousness.
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Conclusions

The international profile of the DRR agenda has increased in recent years, to the point of
becoming a separate sector of research, business development and investment. This is due to a
number of factors, not least of which includes a series of major catastrophes, Hurricane Mitch in
1998 and the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami among them. The establishment of the DRR sector
(some even call it an ‘industry’) has enabled important political and financial commitments on the
part of the international community and national governments. These include the signing of the
Hyogo Framework for Action, the creation or revision of DRR policies in several bilateral donor
agencies and IFIs, the establishment of the World Bank’s GFDRR and structural changes to
strengthen the UNISDR system. While these developments represent important milestones,
lessons from evaluations continue to point out that a key challenge remains to translate these
commitments into change on the ground.

The mechanisms mentioned above also bring an increased flow of resources, particularly to
national-level actors. Similar mechanisms have not yet emerged to channel funding support on
a broad basis to local-level actors such as municipal governments and communities, where sus-
tainable action for risk management needs to take place (see Chapter 52). Increasing decen-
tralisation has given local authorities more decision-making authority; however, these efforts are
often not combined with increased funding and capacity support. Moreover, mechanisms to get
financial support directly to communities and households are needed.

Another priority is to make stronger links between the CCA and DRR agendas. While CCA
is playing an increasingly prominent role in the DRR agenda, discussions thus far have often
taken a more defensive approach, focused on institutional access and control of CCA funding
rather than opportunities to leverage resources and expertise for reducing vulnerability, particularly
of the poor.

In addition to climate change, other factors are contributing to patterns that intensify, accu-
mulate and compound risk: urbanisation, increasing conflict and environmental degradation.
The interaction of such risk drivers creates a complex and challenging environment for human-
itarian and development actors where institutional barriers for understanding and co-operation
are detrimental to providing effective support to poor communities. This highlights the urgent
yet age-old need for inter-disciplinary and multi-stakeholder approaches to address the root
causes of vulnerability.

Fifth, donors have a role in prevention as well. Disaster aid can both help and hinder
prevention efforts. It can increase prevention by improving the quality and quantity of
public goods. However, at the same time, predictable ex post aid can reduce preven-
tion through the Samaritan’s dilemma – the tendency to under-prevent when external
ex post support is expected. For example, Nicaragua declined to pursue a weather
indexing programme after it had been priced in the global reinsurance market citing
international assistance following Hurricane Mitch in 1998 as an indication of dependable
alternatives.

The share of humanitarian funding going to prevention is small but increasing –

from about 0.1 per cent in 2001 to 0.7 per cent in 2008. However, prevention activ-
ities often imply long-term development expenditure whereas the focus of humanitar-
ian aid – already a tiny part of official development aid – is immediate relief and
response. Donors concerned with increasing prevention in projects could earmark offi-
cial development aid (rather than humanitarian aid) for prevention-related activities.
Such aid, if used effectively, could reduce issues arising from the Samaritan’s dilemma.
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So while governments and the international community need to be held accountable for the
policies and investments made in DRR, it is not all about building a single DRR system,
growing the DRR ‘sector’ or mainstreaming DRR into development. It is more about recog-
nising that development involves risk; that development is risk management. The owners of
that risk need to be informed and empowered to manage it. The most effective reduction of risk
and of disaster impacts will come not from the DRR sector, but from the people, communities
and institutions that bear the risk.

The field has yet to answer the question posed by Allan Lavell more than ten years ago at the
conclusion of the UN IDNDR in 1999 (see also Lewis 1999; Wisner et al. 2004). He stated that
‘concentration on the question of the impacts of disasters on development basically serves as a
distraction from the fundamental question, which is the impact of development on disasters.
Only by resolving this latter question will we ever get anywhere in terms of risk and disaster
mitigation, and, consequently, in terms of reduced disaster impacts’ (Lavell 1999: 2).
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