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All of us here know that the number of natural disasters has been increasing in Latin America and the Caribbean over the past 20 years.  We have seen, however, that even though as the years pass we face a higher recurrence of floods, droughts, freezes, hurricanes, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions, the number of fatalities as a result of these events has declined significantly.  We have better prepared governments and we evacuate populations at risk from disaster in time.  We make contingency plans, create early warning systems, prepare for a possible response, inform and work with communities on disaster risk reduction, and, as the need arises, provide assistance to distressed populations when disasters strike.

As the World Food Programme we have been there.  We have been working in this region for 45 years, watching as our humanitarian assistance role in emergencies has evolved with time to the point where we now help governments to confront and tackle hunger problems brought about by disasters.  Our work in the Americas is tied in with the work of governments in the area of emergency preparedness and response.  We help governments to design contingency plans in countries such as the Dominican Republic, Mexico, and Peru; to improve early warning systems in Honduras and El Salvador; to be better prepared in Nicaragua; to analyze vulnerabilities and target assistance at vulnerable populations in Bolivia and Guatemala, and respond to emergencies in Haiti; and we work on South-South and triangular cooperation in Brazil, Ecuador, and El Salvador among other countries. We have evolved with the region.
As a humanitarian agency we have joined efforts with many other partners.  We do not work alone; we network.  At the regional level we are part of REDLAC, a network that coordinates emergency preparedness and response efforts; at the national level we are members of, and very often lead, the United Nations Emergency Team (UNETE) and Humanitarian Networks.  We also work with regional disaster risk management entities, such as the Central America Center for the Prevention of Natural Disasters (CEPREDENAC) and the Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency (CDEMA).
Our coordination and preparedness efforts were recently put to the test during the response to the humanitarian catastrophe caused by the earthquake in Haiti on January 12. Barely two hours after the earthquake the humanitarian agencies with regional offices in Panama were meeting under the coordination of REDLAC to share information and plan the response.  The following day we met with Secretary General Insulza to brief him on the WFP response plans and our main challenges and concerns as regards the humanitarian and hunger situation in Haiti.  That same day we dispatched from our warehouse in Panama a variety of supplies from different agencies in order to get life-saving priority assistance quickly to Port-au-Prince.  We sent fortified biscuits from our storehouses in Ecuador and El Salvador.  On the grounds, we led logistical, food and telecommunications clusters at the service of the stricken Haitian population, the government, itself affected, and the efforts of the international humanitarian community.  The coordinated effort made it possible to reach the affected population more quickly, saving time and money.

In 2005, before the earthquake, the WFP created the Latin America and the Caribbean Emergency Response Network (LACERN).  This network enabled us to do extensive work in the areas of disaster preparedness and capacity building, working together with governments and partners in the region.  We set up three subregional warehouses in order to have pre-positioned food and other supplies standing by in Barbados, Ecuador, El Salvador, and Panama, preparing ourselves logistically so that we could get food more quickly to areas hit by natural disasters in the Caribbean and South and Central America.  We also improved our work in the area of information management and vulnerability analysis.  We created the Early Warning System for Central America, which today functions as a joint effort of the Central American countries’ national meteorological systems and provides timely information on risks and alerts for decision makers.  We provide training to our counterparts in different countries on food security assessments in emergencies and data analysis, warehouse management, contingency planning, and protection of vulnerable individuals living with HIV in emergencies.
The WFP response team is composed of a group of professionals at our Regional Office and a staff of emergency personnel comprising more than 100 professionals situated in 11 WFP country offices in the region. In the last five years we have provided assistance to a total of 9.1 million people affected by natural disasters in Latin America and the Caribbean, an average of 1.8 million people each year.

We hope at this meeting to be able to link efforts with the Inter-American Disaster Mitigation Network in order to continue working in coordination with partners and counterparts in the region.  We firmly believe that we have a lot to offer and to learn from the work of the member states in disaster mitigation and we wish the OAS every success in such an important endeavor.
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