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REMARKS BY MR. PABLO GONZALEZ, RISK MANAGEMENT AND ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE PROGRAM, DEPARTMENT OF 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (SEDI/DSD)
(Item 2 of the order of business: Strategic topic: “Making Cities and Human Settlements, Inclusive, 
Safe, Resilient and Sustainable: A Gender Equality- and Equal Access to Rights-based 
approach to Disaster Risk Reduction” at the LXIX regular meeting of the Inter-American Council for Integral Development, May 19, 2017)
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2015, focuses unequivocally on the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable, seeking to build inclusive societies. It recognizes that to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere” is necessary to “build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters.”

In adopting the 2030 Agenda, the Heads of State and Government decided on new global Sustainable Development Goals and agreed to “make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”, “with a focus on protecting the poor and people in vulnerable situations”, and to “substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, holistic disaster risk management at all levels”, by 2020.

Earlier this year, at the Second Meeting of Ministers and High Level Authorities on the Implementation of the Sendai Framework in the Americas held in Montreal, ministers and high-level authorities declared the “importance of strengthening regional coordination in the face of disasters, while ensuring human dignity, equality, inclusion and the respect for national frameworks and international humanitarian assistance principles”. 

At the V Session of the Regional Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction, in Montreal, last March, where we had the chance to  co-sponsor a special session on gender equality and women empowerment in Disaster Risk Management with the Inter-American Commission of Women, Ambassador Carmen Moreno, Permanent Secretary of the CIM, recalled that “after almost forty years since the adoption of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and more than twenty years of the adoption of the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the Hemisphere has made important progress; yet, significant challenges remain in advancing gender equality and women's rights.”

In 2012, OAS Member States  committed to mainstream gender equality and a women’s rights approach in integrated risk management, so that prevention, mitigation and response efforts can benefit from women’s potential in all stages, while taking into account their specific conditions and needs. Effective DRM must be inclusive providing for the participation of all, women and men, indigenous people, afro-descendants, people with disabilities, migrants, people of different believes and sexual identity, and make no discrimination on political or ideological basis. A more just society is a more resilient society.

So, while Disaster Risk Management continues to be an integral part of the development agenda, there is little doubt on where our efforts must be focused. And that is on people in situation of vulnerability, as we understand that vulnerabilities arise from social and institutional constructions that leave some groups behind; implementing strategies and practices that promote social inclusion, gender equality and rights for all. That is why our General Secretariat has adopted an institutional policy for mainstreaming Disaster Risk Management across all four pillars of the OAS Charter, eradicating obstacles for social inclusion that lie on faulty or weak democratic institutions, providing access to rights and resources to all, and promoting political stability and security along with integral development.

Initiative 2 of the Regional Action Plan for the implementation of the Sendai Framework in the Americas calls for the strengthening of “monitoring and recording of potential and existing disaster risks, with specific focus on historical record-keeping to inform future actions.” Likewise, the PIDS 2016-2021, adopted last year by the OAS General Assembly, mandates the General Secretariat to support Member States in the development and harmonization of community-centered Early Warning Systems (EWS) and resilient-community development in the context of sustainable communities, promoting synergies among competent institutions on water and sanitation, electricity, waste management, transportation, and disaster preparedness and response, among others, focusing on those most vulnerable.

Indeed, [as highlighted by the Chairman] the underlying factors of disasters lie on social structures; access or lack of access to resources and information, lack of basic services and safe housing, limited or complete lack of participation in the decision-making processes around development and particularly disaster risk management.

Vulnerability is not an inherent condition of some groups, but rather a social construction. And this is particularly true and evident in urban settings, where the needs and conditions of certain groups, such as people with disabilities, often are not taken into account in the design and planning of the cities, limiting their opportunities to participate and making them more vulnerable to natural hazards. In a region where urban population has doubled between 1950 and 2010, with over 80% of the population living in cities by 2014, these factors are exacerbated.

And while we have made significant progress in assessing risk, developing hazards and vulnerability maps, and applying Geographic Information Systems supported by state-of-the-art Satellite Earth Observation Systems and applications for risk assessment and disaster mitigation, often we see informal settlements in high-risk areas in the peripheries of major cities. Inter-institutional coordination and collaboration in data sharing and public policy becomes then critical to increase capacity to manage risk and build resilience. Yet, the solution is quite more complex and requires strategies and programs for effectively include these groups in situation of vulnerability as part of the ‘system’, integrating them into the formal economy and addressing their needs, providing them safe housing, basic services, as well as opportunities for education and secured sources of income. 

Finally, improving early warning becomes one of the upmost pressing issues to reduce risk of disasters, as –given the high concentration of population, events are increasingly becoming more deadly. Understanding the typology of the hazards is essential to design and implement monitoring systems and contingency plans that provide timely warning to populations at risk. Yet these early warning systems must be designed and implemented as an integral part of a broad disaster prevention and mitigation strategy and program. For instance, waste management become critical to reduce the risk associated with intense rains and storms, as inadequate or lack of waste management systems increases the risk of floods, and often results in deadly flash floods when they work as a dam and suddenly brake –as we’ve seen once too many times. Transportation, mobility and accessibility can make the difference between life and death at the time of a natural hazard event, particularly when groups in situation of vulnerability have not been taken into consideration, people with disabilities, elders, pregnant women, and children, among others. And in many parts of our region, multi-jurisdictional approaches must be developed improving coordination among participating communities, municipalities and even states, which creates an additional layer of complexity.

With this I look forward to the presentations of our expert panelists who will illustrate these issues and share with us the strategies and practices they are putting in place to address them.
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