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REPORT
/
Introduction

Natural disasters in Latin America and the Caribbean have had critical impacts in the development of the region.  Increasing intensities and frequency of natural disasters have made development goals difficult to reach as response and reconstruction costs are beyond what countries are able to cope with.  The international community finds itself in a constant struggle to attend the needs for humanitarian aid with effectiveness and promptness, as access, organization and communication to the region is tough to reach.  Trends indicate that such issues are only increasing and organizations must constantly step up to clearly define their roles in the international community for humanitarian and financial aid in an emergency situation.

The OAS currently plays a minor role within this field in terms of financial aid, as per its Inter-American Emergency Aid Fund (FONDEM) current set-up.  The report aims to draw a clear outline of the trends in natural disasters and development needs in the hemisphere and the importance of improving the role of the OAS in the international community when it comes to humanitarian and financial aid in natural disaster emergency situations.  This report suggests a shift in the current role of the OAS and FONDEM requesting emphasis on communication and allocation efforts and not monetary efforts where obtaining significant funds is impracticable.

Natural Disasters and Humanitarian Assistance & Relief

The chart on ANNEX 3 provides data on natural disasters in the Americas recorded in 2006 and 2007.  According to the Emergency Data Base (EM DAT) there have been a total of 2,684 deaths due to natural disasters in 2006 and 2007 in the Americas.  Although the number of deaths has decreased over the years, the number of people affected (over 8 million 2006-2007) and the economic losses (over 2 billion USD) have increased significantly.

International assistance has been requested for most of the disasters except for minor ones in which national governments were able to handle them under the supervision of OCHA.  Economic losses include losses on social and economic infrastructure, losses on crops and livestock, as well as losses on exports. Hence, losses for business interruptions –including government and private businesses, and environmental degradation are hardly accounted. In the case of the Caribbean Small Island States losses in the tourism industry are significant and hard to assess.

Trends on Humanitarian Assistance, Response & Relief

Humanitarian aid, response and relief are critical in the event of intensive natural disasters.  Given that the majority of deaths and damages happen during impact, the need for rapid and effective response is vital to aid those affected by the disaster.  Though many ongoing projects in disaster preparedness exist in Latin America and the Caribbean, the trend is that countries are still spending more funds on reactive measures. Responses, as shown in ANNEX 1, come from all sorts of institutions from NGO’s to international organizations, to intergovernmental organizations and bilateral agreements between governments.  Assistance in these cases comes in different forms (such as monetary, medical, technical, services and/or materials,) which consequently come from different sources each with their own focus.  Though there are plenty of institutions (national, regional, and global) focusing on relief, the process is generally slowed down and in some cases ineffective.  

Rapid response is not sufficient if it is not effective in reaching those in need.  In a region such as the Americas where natural disasters are constant and governments lack infrastructure to cope with intensive and extensive disasters, there is a need for a more efficient system to guarantee that all funding and donations are effectively allocated.  While some organizations have set project designs and goals coming into areas hit by disasters, other institutions donate currency many times not knowing exactly how it trickles down to aid those in desperate need.  The overall result is having many organizations acting in the best of interests to help those affected but with limited communication; thus not working together to achieve a common goal.  This diminishes the effectiveness of the system.  The need for communication and organization is fundamental and very well viable.

Chart 1.0: Number of Disasters by Type 2006-2007 
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Title 1 Source: EM DAT. This chart indicates the number of disasters 

by type during 2006-2007 in the Americas.

OAS Interventions & Cooperation

Natural Disaster Prevention and Risk Management

The GS/OAS, through its Department of Sustainable Development of the Executive Secretariat for Integral Development (SEDI/DSD,) supports the priorities of the OAS Member States in adapting to and managing the risk associated to natural hazards by providing them with technical and policy recommendations related to Natural Hazard Risk Management with the purpose of mainstreaming Risk Management into development policy and planning. 

SEDI/DSD integrates the key objectives of risk reduction with OAS fundamental goals –that emerge from the OAS Charter and the OAS Democratic Charter: “good” governance; poverty alleviation and increasing potential job and income opportunities; and the strengthening of democracies; all as integral goals to reduce the risk posed by natural hazards.

SEDI/DSD carries out its activities in natural disaster risk reduction, through three very distinctive levels of intervention. The first level is that of project execution for developing “good” practices and addressing pressing issues in critical areas. The second level of intervention is that of networking for information and knowledge sharing, so that “good” practices can be shared and replicated, and knowledge and experience can be transferred, so as to optimize human and financial resources. This level of intervention is supported by the Inter-American Network for Disaster Mitigation (INDM,) which provides also for a means of advocacy to disaster prevention and mitigation, in coordination with the private sector and other segments of the civil society. Finally, SEDI/DSD provides for mechanisms and tools at the level of policy formulation. To this end, it supports and coordinates with all the OAS policy and decision-making bodies; namely, the OAS General Assembly, the Permanent Council, and the various committees of the OAS and the Inter-American System, particularly, the Inter-American Committee for Natural Disaster Reduction (IACNDR) and the Committee on Hemispheric Security (CHS).

Natural Disaster Response and Relief

The OAS along with other institutions such as: the Pan American Development Foundation (PADF), the Inter- American Development Bank (IDB), and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO,) all have funding mechanisms to aid countries during emergencies.  Each of these institutions plays an important role in disaster relief in the region.  

PADF, for instance, is a non-governmental disaster relief wing of the OAS.  PADF has an important mission of mobilizing immediate relief funds from corporate partners for reconstruction purposes, as well as immediate needs once a disaster hits.  PADF also works closely with leaders in affected countries, vulnerable communities, and civil defense agencies in order to prioritize needs
.  IDB plays an important role in providing financial assistance when natural disasters strike.  It provides loans, grants, and technical cooperation assistance so that countries can better manage the impacts.  Having a strong financial institution in the region such as IDB is central as natural disasters cause immense economic losses.  PAHO, also a key agency of the Inter-American System with regard to response and relief, assists the region on issues related to health.  This is fundamental as diseases are the immediate threat during and after a disaster.  PAHO thus works on meeting immediate health needs, disaster preparedness, reduction and response.  

These main actors along with a number of other organizations build part of the humanitarian relief efforts in the region.  

Inter-American Emergency Aid Fund (FONDEM)

FONDEM was created by the OAS General Assembly through resolution AG/RES. 1327 (XXV-O/95) to “provide available social, humanitarian, material, technical, and financial aid to any member state of the Organization that is threatened by, has suffered from, or is in an emergency situation caused by natural disasters”.  “The primary objective of FONDEM is to support the political role of the OAS in matters pertaining to emergency aid, and to demonstrate the solidarity of the member states
”.  Funds are made up of voluntary contributions from member states, non member states, international organizations, public or private enterprises, individuals, etc.  As contributions for FONDEM are voluntary, the funds certainly do not weigh as much as those coming from bigger institutions with better funding capacities. 

In 2006, the General Assembly, through Resolution AG/RES. 2183 (XXXVI-O/06) amended the statutes of FONDEM to replace the Inter-American Committee for Emergency Situations with the Inter-American committee on Natural Disaster Reduction. IACNDR provides all advisory services to the Fund on all matters pertaining to emergency aid and social, humanitarian, material, technical, and financial assistance to member states. Despite efforts to update natural disaster mitigation and relief system, the OAS currently does not have a fully established disaster fund. The voluntary contributions provided for in the Resolution do not materialize. To face natural disaster situations in member states, express solidarity and keep up the political role of the organization, the General Secretariat resorts to resources from the regular fund, which can be a difficult exercise given the current financial constraints.

Because the Fund is not fully established, the procedure leading to OAS contributions in cases of natural disasters is rather informal. According to the Statutes, FONDEM operates under the authority of the Permanent Council and the Secretary General is responsible for carrying out the decisions of the Council and report annually on the Fund’s operations. The Secretary General is authorized to grant up to US$25,000 per case. Further, no specific criteria allows to determine the scale the contributions, whether it is the severity of the catastrophe, availability of resources, or their use to leverage donations from other institutions. The key step to accessing FONDEM is to submit a formal request to the General Secretariat. The declaration by the affected member state of the state of emergency before submitting a request is still an issue, as several countries dread the impact of such a decision on their tourism industry.

 The lack of funds makes the role of FONDEM strictly out of solidarity without many expectations for impact.  In the charts below FONDEM contributions are compared to those from other relevant institutions.
FONDEM and other Organizations Disbursements for 2006 and 2007 (in US$)

	Source
	2007
	2006
	Total

	FONDEM
	160,000
	35,000
	195,000

	PADF
	$282,825
	28,477
	311,302 

	BID
	3,447,502
	447,500
	3,895,002

	CERF
	26,009,078
	2,220,939
	28,230,017

	IFRC
	15,189,739
	15,968,606
	31,158,345

	Total
	45,089,144
	18,715,522
	63,804,666


Note: For breakdown of funds please refer to ANNEX 1.
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Note: the Chart does not include all sources of financial assistance natural disasters in 2006 and 2007.  Source: OAS, PADF, IDB, CERF, IFRC reports.  Refer to ANNEX 1 for specific break down of funds.

Challenges & Opportunities for Advancing OAS Cooperation in Natural Disaster Response and Relief

Rapid and effective response is an obligation when natural disasters occur in any of our communities.  The challenge of effectiveness lies in lack of communication between institutions involved in humanitarian aid and relief, and not in the availability of resources. Given the nature and purpose of FONDEM and the challenge of coordinating and administering response and relief efforts, there is an array of opportunities for the OAS to step up and play a more central function.

The existence of an institution as the OAS, which integrates the Americas in all issues on the agenda, gives no reason why setbacks or lack of organization should occur when natural disasters strike the region.  Timing for rapid effective response is critical.  According to the 2006 IFRC report, effectiveness and communication remains a challenge in relief efforts in the region.  Tendency has been that response comes across the globe, many times arriving too late, as the first 24hrs that follow a catastrophic event are critical for response and relief –in terms of saving lives, but also in terms of saving the livelihood of those communities directly impacted.  The OAS has a comparative advantage and it is in a unique position, as it has the power to integrate States in the Americas on this issue and make communication efficient through its networking capacities. Awareness of this advantage could give the General Secretariat of the OAS a new role in integrating countries in order to better allocate donations with transparency and in a timely manner.   Such capability to make this process more efficient should not go unnoticed given the needs of the vulnerable in the region.

FONDEM has been very effective, indeed, in leveraging resources –financial as well as humanitarian, material, and others, in response to catastrophic events. However, FONDEM’s financial contribution has been relatively insignificant compared to those of other agencies of the Inter-American System, the UN System and the International Community as a whole. In response to the 2006-2007 Disasters in the Americas, FONDEM disbursed a total amount of 195 thousand US Dollars, a modest 0.3% of the total recorded financial contributions from major response and relief organizations (64 million US Dollars.) 

If we consider also new rapid response and relief mechanisms, such as the World Bank recently established Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility (CCRIF,) and others under development or study by the IDB, increasing the reserves and single-event allocations of FONDEM may not add much to the equation. It is worth to keep in mind, also, that parametric facilities such as CCRIF are very complex and require significant efforts and additional resources to make them effective and efficient. On the other hand, FONDEM provides for a unique opportunity to become the missing link capable to assist OAS member States and donors so that response and relief reach those in need within the first 48 hours after a catastrophic event strikes.

FONDEM and the OAS offer a unique opportunity to, while assisting those in need –by providing them with rapid relief, contribute to alleviating poverty and distributing wealth, by stimulating local and national economies, and by providing a transparent and accountable mechanism for the administration of donations and humanitarian aid. In that respect new alliances should be built with other institutions, including NGOs equipped with systems capable of rapid delivery of emergency aid.

Finally, it is critical that member states demonstrate more political support for the role of OAS in natural disaster mitigation and relief efforts. That support can be provided not only through contributing money to FONDEM, but also through the signature and ratification of the Inter-American Convention to Facilitate Disaster Assistance. As of present, only three member states ratified the Convention: Panama, Peru and Uruguay. That situation is not the best signal that the member states can convey of their willingness that the OAS though not a natural disaster agency plays a significant role in assisting in case of emergency.  Nine countries benefited from FONDEM in 2007. As natural disasters become more frequent and severe, the OAS can strengthen its solidarity and better prepare to quickly make funds available when catastrophes strike in our region.

ANNEX 1

	FONDEM DONATIONS 2006-2007

	Year
	Country
	Event
	Amount USD
	Total

	2007
	Peru
	Earthquake
	25,000
	

	
	Uruguay
	Floods
	15,000
	

	
	Bolivia
	Floods
	15,000
	

	
	Peru
	Cold front
	15,000
	

	
	Belize
	Hurricane, flood
	15,000
	

	
	Dominica
	Hurricane, flood
	15,000
	

	
	Nicaragua
	Hurricane, flood
	15,000
	

	
	Dominican Republic
	Hurricane, flood
	15,000
	

	
	Haiti
	Hurricane, flood
	15,000
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	Mexico
	Floods
	15,000
	160,000

	

	2006
	Ecuador
	Floods
	10,000
	

	
	Bolivia
	Floods
	15,000
	

	
	Suriname
	Floods
	10,000
	35,000



� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP19934E01�





� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP19934E01�





� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���





� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP19934E01�





� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP19934E01�





� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP20225E01�








�. 	Figures are not 100% accurate as information varies from sources with each disaster. Minor disasters may not be on the list due to lack of information available.  Sources include: EM DAT, OCHA situation reports on the relief Web, Caribbean Disaster Emergency Relief Agency (CDERA), International Federation Red Cross (IFRC.)
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