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Non official translation

NEW DEBATE CONCERNING HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE

IT IS ABOUT TIME WE GET TOGETHER IN FACE OF MORE AND MORE LESS NATURAL DISASTERS. 

During the last decades, the increasingly related to the climate change problematic and less “natural” disasters have grown exponentially all around the world.

In our hemisphere, four million people per year have been affected by these phenomenon during the last 30 years, with 5,000 deaths and U$D 3,200,000,000 in material lost.

Between 1996 and 2005, more than 1,262 disasters have taken place in the territory of the Americas.

Since 1991 – year in which the Inter-American Convention to Facilitate Disasters Assistance was adopted – and besides these numerous tragedies, many agreements and redefinitions in the search of tools for achieving, both prevention and mitigation, have been reached.

In 1994, the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction formulated the Yokohama Strategy and Action Plan “for a safer world”. Along the following 10 years, the necessity to adequate and update the existing normative outlines and coordination mechanisms to the new realities and complexities of the disasters, was discussed. By the year 1999, the foundations for the development of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction were laid.

In 2005 the Hyogo Framework for Action guidelines were formalized, with the aim to achieve, a decade later, a considerable increase in the nation and communities resilience when facing disasters; with the intention to reduce the losts caused by the disasters, not only of human lives, but also in terms of their social, economic and environmental goods.

Two years later, the “Road Map” agreed during the UN Climate Change Conference held in Bali in 2007, highlighted “the urgency” of an international action to face the planet’s warming, apart from initiating a global process which, for the first time, implicates industrialized and developing countries, in a joint effort to reduce contaminant emissions, besides including the promise to reinforce the financing and investment on actions aimed to reduce emissions.

During all these years, communities have made progress. Paralyzing concepts such as “natural danger”, “menace” or “risk” have started to be, accompaigned first, replace afterwards, by the notion of “vulnerability”. The construction of prevention tools has displaced the logic of “responding” to “consummated” events. A model that coordinates local, national and regional efforts, with participation of the communities, was opposed to the idea of “landing” in the affected territory with technology after the disaster has occurred.

This new reality, which is not completed, which can be improved, incorporates a series of concepts which, gathered together, constitute the agenda that will have to be adopted by the hemispheric organisms and integrated to its regional work tools. Among them are, the integral concept of risk, understanding that poverty is the mother of all vulnerabilities; the local management of the prevention and response process, integrating the tools of their own; the incorporation of the community to all processes, with special emphasis on the protagonist of the civil society organizations and the conformation of local volunteer corps. These, and not others, are the issues of the hour, are part of the agenda whose treatment is claimed by the juncture.

LEARNING IN THE MIDDLE OF THE DISASTERS

During the last years, with a peak between 2003 and 2005, a chain of disastrous events took place, shocking for their intensity, their dimensions, and because one of them was registered in the United States – country full of resources and prevention and response organizations –  which was paralyzed when facing the brunt of hurricane Katrina over New Orleans

The tsunami that affected Southeast Asia and the hurricanes which punished Central America and the Caribbean in the last two years, have shown that the predominantly scientific-technical approaches for mitigating the effects of disasters, together with those which relate security exclusively to risk management, are “reductionists”. It is clear now that it is not enough with supranational devices which move to the area involved in the disaster and operate vertically. It is also evident that exclusively technical approaches are not sufficient either. This view of the matter must be amplified.

The current context requires a regional articulation in order to respond to emergencies and catastrophes. The Inter-American Committee for Natural Disaster Reduction and the OAS Inter-American Network for Disaster Mitigation, together with the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) Regional Office, are doing progress in this direction. At the same time, White Helmets shares efforts, among others, with the Organization of American States (OAS), the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in terms of humanitarian missions, besides launching a Regional Network aimed to constitute a participative tool that adds to the existing technical and logistic devices. 

The teachings acquired in the juncture, push new strategies within the framework of OAS. These leanings imply the incorporation of the integral concept of risk management and, also, the integration of the situation’s central actor, civil society, especially through its organization and incorporation in every level of planning, prevention and response. It is about encouraging, strengthening, preparing the tools so that communities can switch their role of “potential victims” to the one of actors of their own reality.

THE MANDATES OF THE OAS GENERAL ASSEMBLY

The moment has come, and our General Assembly has recognized it during its XXXVIII meeting, when on its AG.RES 2372 it entrusted the member states to promote “the debate on proactive disaster reduction management; to facilitate analysis of possible mechanisms for working together with regional agencies; and to include participation by the community and its organizations in the diagnostic assessment of their problems and, above all, in developing prevention and response tools”.

As the last years went by, new actors have made their entrance in the humanitarian assistance field; this meant that tools were put at the disposal of the region by different countries and sub regions, through the specific construction of cooperation or assistance mechanisms or devices which already existed in their national structures. It is time to exchange experiences concerning the issue of risk management and attention to emergencies and, particularly, about adjustment and update, when no construction, of coordination mechanisms that respond to the new realities and the complexity of the disasters.

It is undeniable that, up to recently, countries have worked exclusively in the design of strategies focused on the response and assistance to disasters, but not in the prevention and mitigation of the damage. This is one of the challenges of the hour. It is true that the framework of Hyogo specifies preventive and participative actions, with the aim to reduce the underlying risk factors, but it also summons to strengthen the preparation for disaster cases as a way to assure an efficient response at every level.

Summarizing, preventing does not imply disregarding the response, coordinate efforts and act with efficacy and efficiency when the disaster arrives. The hemispheric actors understand it this way and we believe that the moment has arrived to debate, learn and make the most of many of the national experiences with multilateral projection and insertion, such as, those of the Agency for International Cooperation in Chile; the Humanitarian Task Force “Simón Bolivar” in Venezuela; the “Hunger Zero” program in Brazil, which represents to the world its insertion model in the humanitarian problematic; the leadership Mexico is assuming in terms of this problematic issue, through the coordination of the Work Group on Natural Disasters of the Group of Rio, the monitoring, vigilance and information programs on cyclonic activities bestowed by Panama and the articulation efforts it conducts through City of Knowledge; the White Helmets Initiative, launched by Argentina and counting, nowadays, with 15 focal points in Latin America and the Caribbean, among many others.    

It is essential to incorporate regional experiences such as those of the Andean Committee for Disaster Prevention and Response (CAPRADE), the Coordination Center for the Prevention of Natural Disasters in Central America (CEPREDENAC), the Caribbean Agency for Natural Disasters (CEDERA), the Saint-Marc Plan of Action approved by the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) in October of 2007, and the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction orientation role in the road towards the Regional Platform, not only to exchange opinions, but directly to construct shared tools, supranational protocols of action, human resources and material data bases, summarizing, to create a hemispheric prevention and response model, therefore lays the impulse given to the development of the national platforms.

The General Assembly also instructed to “foster discussion of the need to update existing regulatory and coordination mechanisms and to adapt them to the new circumstances and complexities of disasters, to the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015; and to the principles of the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction”.

Nonetheless even if the natural disaster related law has evolved at the multilateral and sub regional level, there are still many opportunities and challenges to tackle. One of them is incorporating the issue of the integral management of risk to the public agenda, through transversal tools that allow, not only the installation of the topic, but more importantly, its in the national budgets, from the educational areas to those of urban planning, from those of health to those related to the environment and its consequent follow up.

Moreover, at the regional level, there is only one binding instrument in force: the Inter-American Convention to Facilitate Disaster Assistance of 1991, which is inapplicable to almost every country in the hemisphere, since they have not ratified it. At the national level, there are legal dispositions, created usually during the chaotic scenario generated by the emergencies or disasters.

THE CURRENT DEBATE
Today, in this precise moment we are facing a clear discussion. As we have opted for prevention, aspiring to achieve disaster risk reduction during the next decade, it is indispensable to choose the model of assistance that will help us when facing the disaster situations that may arise.

We consider that the alternative is aligned by the side of “humanitarian assistance”, framed within the agreements achieved in Hyogo and the participative and integral learning’s previously mentioned.

This means disregarding any model of “directed assistance” – subsidiary vision of the political-military concept of “humanitarian intervention” –, a way to face the response that constitutes an operative continuity of the “National Security Doctrine”.
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This way of thinking the problem and reacting in consequence, implies conceiving the “risk” as something “natural”, “unavoidable”, “unpredictable” and specially that cannot be dealt by the sovereign nations (E.g.: AMAZON, GUARANÍ AQUIFER). Its actions are vertical, without including the participation of local communities, external and even militarized.

On the contrary, the actions carried out by the counties and regions, side by side, at the bank of devastated lands, flooded or earthquake-affected cities or impoverished neighborhoods, pretend to:

· Detect local strengths and design action and reaction proposals that belong to the implicated countries,

· Articulate those strengths and incorporate not only volunteers, technicians and professionals, but also experiences and local organizations.

· Generate local management models of the assistance.

· Capacitate the population through prevention and mitigation plans to deal with the emergency.

· Organize local volunteer corps and social organizations networks.

· Articulate this local model with international and regional organisms and initiatives.

In conclusion, it is about constructing a shared model of multilateral humanitarian attention, for humanitarian rescue activities, rehabilitation, reconstruction and development.

For all this, and with the clear precedent of the General Assembly’s mandate, we believe that a specific meeting on this matter should be convened during the first trimester of 2009, where high authorities, regional organisms and multilateral agencies involved in integral management of risk should discussed preventive and coordination mechanisms in face of disaster situations.
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