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Thank You, Madam Chair and thank you for your leadership of the important work of this Working Group; 
Buenos Dias a todos!

Madam Chair: So much has been said and written about disaster risk management including in OAS forums like this one, that it’s a challenge coming up with fresh perspectives on the subject. I concluded that some repetition is not only unavoidable, but necessary. 
I say this because it would seem that much of what has been written and said about disaster risk management has either not reached the consciousness of decision-makers in our region; or is being ignored by them; or cannot be implemented for various reasons. 

I believe we need to find out why this is so; and I think this is something that the Joint Working Group should reflect on in our attempts at breaking the link between geophysical events and disasters. Certainly, it is something that the Department of Sustainable Development is looking at.
I think it bears repeating that by themselves, geophysical events do not create disasters. Disasters occur when the risks posed by natural hazards are ignored, or underestimated or are insufficiently reduced or are not avoided. This has been the essential lesson from virtually every single natural disaster, including those that have hit the Americas since the start of this year. 
Even though we haven’t fully understood nature’s many moods and behavior, the one thing we have always known about it, is that it is unpredictable; and nature has given us more than enough evidence of the devastation it can cause. 
We know that it is not always possible to avoid risk. But we know too that when communities and cities are built, or are allowed to be built in hazard-prone areas, that human lives and livelihoods, infrastructure and property are immediately exposed to certain degrees of risk. 
We should know too that the best available tools and methods must be used to quantify that risk and the best hard or soft engineering solutions must be deployed to reduce it. 

It’s clear that even those countries with the means to apply this common sense doctrine, don’t; and we must ask ourselves why this is so and more importantly if there is anything that we can do about it. 
We must ask ourselves why critical facilities and infrastructure such as schools, hospitals, health centers and Government offices - funded by well-known international financial institutions - continue to be built in hazard-prone areas, with poor estimation of the associated risks, and with inadequate risk reduction measures built into these projects. 
We must ask ourselves why in the face of clear evidence of the value of building codes, so few countries have such codes as part of their development control processes? 
We must ask, why is scant regard given to tools like hazard mapping, and environmental impact studies? 

One can readily understand the poor ignoring natural hazards and their associated risks, but one has a harder time understanding why Governments, the formal private sector and donor agencies do so. 
Putting aside the situation of the poor to which I will return shortly, there is sufficient evidence to indicate that geophysical events become natural disasters because integrated hazard risk management is not being mainstreamed in the thinking of decision-makers, and development planners and actors. 
It is a fact that natural hazard risk can be significantly reduced if it is properly assessed early and at every possible stage of the development planning process and if adequate and timely steps are taken to abate identifiable risks. We’ve seen the results of failure to do this, including significant roll-backs in social and economic development. In addition to their direct social and economic impacts, natural disasters can affect employment, the balance of trade and external indebtedness for years after their occurrence. 
Moreover, funds intended for development are usually diverted into relief efforts that are far more costly than the preventive measures. And as we know international relief and rehabilitation assistance has been insufficient to compensate countries for their losses. Typically, reconstruction assistance does not exceed 20% of the estimate value of losses. 
The relationship between sustained economic and social development and disaster risk reduction is one that has been continually advocated and yet continually ignored. Many researchers have found an overall connection between the income level of a country and its capacity to withstand and bounce back from hard-related shocks. 
Governments need the national income that sustained economic growth can bring to finance the design and implementation of disaster risk reduction measures. Without such growth, not only is there inadequate national income to finance the salaries of physical planners and building inspectors to enforce zoning regimes and building codes and to build drainage, sea walls and so on; but there is little foreign exchange to import construction materials and equipment; and fewer jobs to enable the poor to pull themselves out of poverty and to meet the requirements of building codes. 

The point here is that economic resilience is critical to vulnerability risk reduction. But a key issue looms as to how the poorer countries in the hemisphere can be assisted in building their economic resilience? I believe The OAS should engage the international community in dialogue on this issue with a view to coming up with workable solutions. 

I believe Governments and the international community should consciously direct pubic sector investment towards vulnerability risk reduction. This is the approach which is being adopted in Bangladesh, one of the poorest countries in the world. Bangladesh has developed detailed assessments of its vulnerability, including to climate change; and even in the poorest areas, Bangladeshis are building dykes and embankments; they have developed an early warning system for cyclones; major efforts are underway to increase the resilience of local communities in areas under a particular threat, drawing on local expertise and involvement; they are changing their agricultural practices and even sharing their knowledge with other poor countries in Asia and Africa. 

In other words, Bangladesh is demonstrating that vulnerability reduction should always be seen as a basic investment. 
Some basic principles to be observed here are as follows: 
(i) public and private sector investment should never worsen vulnerability; it should always build resilience; 
(ii) critical infrastructure such as Government offices, hospitals, schools, health centers must always be built to code and in the safe areas; 
(iii) roads, bridges and other communications infrastructure should be given the longest possible design life; 
(iv) in designing public sector investment projects planners should not ask themselves whether hurricanes, earthquakes, flooding or drought will occur; but rather what may happen when they do; and 
(v) poverty reduction projects should always aim not just at building reducing their vulnerability but more fundamentally at building their resilience. 
This last principle warrants further attention. It is no secret that the poor are the most vulnerable to natural hazards; it is the poor who dominate the list of fatalities and who are the focus of rehabilitation efforts; and it is the poor who are forced into unsustainable environmental practices such as deforestation and sand mining which increase their vulnerability as well as the communities in which they live. Unlike the rich, the poor cannot transfer the risk of loss of life or property to insurance companies. 
So how then can our member states be proactive and lessen the risk exposure of the poor to hazard events? 
I believe that here Governments need to adopt integrated, long-term planning approaches that target poverty in its various dimensions. One area requiring urgent attention is rural to urban migration of the poor which has led to shanty towns and heavily congested, urban spaces which not only increase the vulnerability of the poor but also complicate post-disaster, rehabilitation and relief efforts. Planners should aim to arrest this drift by targeting integrated development activities and investment opportunities to the poor in their communities of origin. Secondly poverty reduction strategies need to be stepped up especially in rural areas. The approach should always be to identify and build on the innate resilience of the poor, for as we know even in the most deprived conditions poor people are normally without resources – they do have assets and capabilities that can help develop resilience. 
Many countries are already seized of the benefits of community-based, integrated development planning and risk management approaches. In many EU countries this is a principle known as “subsidiarity” that basically says that decisions should be taken and policies applied at the lowest appropriate level and closest to the citizen. 
From my own experience many policies are best forged and delivered primarily at the community level. At the same time, this approach must be married with national or regional level coordination which would reduce duplication, enhance inter-community cooperation and enable less advanced communities to learn from their more advanced counterparts. For example, it is not necessary to design an early warning system for each and every community. 
The same level of cooperation is necessary at regional and international levels. Here in the OAS, the Inter-American Disaster Management Network (INDM) is designed to function as a south-south cooperation mechanism in disaster risk management. The Network, through its links to the IACNDR and the Hyogo Framework for Action, and its connection to universities has considerable potential to build the disaster risk management capacity of all OAS member states. Unfortunately, the Network has been unable to realize its full potential because of the lack of predictable funding. It is our hope however, that through its recommendations, the Joint Working Group can help to rectify this weakness. 
Permit me, Madam Chair a final observation. In all that I have said about risk management the bottom line is this: we need to have people in the Americas thinking about what can go wrong if we aren’t on our guard and if we don’t take risk seriously; and we need to do this mindful of the attention fatigue and the challenge of dealing with geophysical risks in the context of other perceived risks that people encounter in their day-to-day lives. 
Cletus I. Springer
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