Disaster mitigation:

Challenges to raise the capacity of at-risk
populations in coping with natural, social and
economic disasters

The role of the Red Cross

and Red Crescent

tn every culture and as far back as history
records, the tragedy of natural and
manmade disasters are embedded in our
history. Humanitarian organisations share
a similar goal at times of relative tran-
quility—to help the developing worlds’
poor in their efforts to achieve social and
economic well being. Many organisations
subscribe to long-term assistance that
support processes to create competence
and become sett-sustaining over time.
Some organisations strive to reach new
standards of excellence in offering
disaster relief, technical assistance,
training, food aid and material resources
and management in combinations appro-
priate to local needs and priorities. And
somre organisations alsa advocate public
policies and programs that support these
needs.

The readiness to predict and, where
possible, prevent disasters, reduce their
impact as well as respond to and cope
with their consequences at international,
natienal and local levels, is central to the
wotk of the International Federation of
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and
National Societies around the world. This
task essentially involves:
reducing the vuinerability of house-
holds and communities in disaster-
prone areas and improving their ability
to cope with the effects of disasters
strengthening the capacities of National
Societies in disaster preparedness and
post-disaster response
+ determining a Mationai Society’s role

and mandate in national disaster plans

and
+ establishing regional networks of

National Societies that will strengthen

the Federation’s collective impact in

disaster preparedness and response at
the international level,

The [nternational Federation of the Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies has
developed a Policy for Disaster Prepared-
ness that was adopted by (76 National
Sucieties at the XI1 Session of the General
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by Earl fames Goodyear, Ph.D,
International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies,
Geneva, Switzerland

Assermnbly in Geneva in November 1999,
This policy applies to all types of disaster
preparedness activities at local, national,
regional and international levels, whether
carried out by a single branch of a
National Society, by an individual National
Society or by the Iaternational Federation
acting together. The policy includes the
following points:
« Recognise that disaster preparedness
should be one of the primary activities
of the International Federation and
each National Society, regarding it as
the most effective way of reducing the
impact of small and localised as well as
large-scale disasters. The National
Society has a role to plav at branch,
national and insernational levels. These
roles shall be complemented by the
acticns of the Federation at the inter-
national level,
Recognise disaster preparedness as an
effective link between emergency
response, rehabilitation and develop-
ment programs and strive to build
disaster preparedness upon the com-
petent programming that exists in other
key areas of Red Cross/Red Crescent
work such as in the health sector.
Recognise the Red Cross/Red Crescent
rele in disaster preparedness as com-
plementary to government and thus will
not replace state responsibilities. In
addition, the National Society should
engage in debate with government on
the focus and nature of the National
Emergency Plan and encourage the
assignment of a clear role and respon-
sihilities to the National Society,
supported by appropriate legisiation,
- Advocate, where necessary, with gover-
nment, donors, non-governmental
organisations and the public, the need
for and effectiveness of disaster

-

preparedness, National Societies should
contribute to raising awareness of
hazards, levels of risks and coping
mechanisms adopted by society and
mitigation programs, such as early
warning svstems, that may reduce the
loss of lives and property when a
disaster strikes.

Strengthen the organisational structures
at international, nationaland local levels
required for effective disaster pre-
paredness, In particular, prioritise the
strengthening of branches, the mobi-
lisation and training of Red Cross/Red
Crescent volunteers in high-risk areas,
and the responsibility of National
Societies to prepare to be part of the
Federation's international disaster
respense program. [ntegrate or har-
monise such activitics with insti-
tutional development and other relevant
program areds.

Imprave coordination by promoting
better cooperation and partnerships
between National Societies, ICRC,
governments, non-governmental or-
ganisations and other disaster response
agencies at local, national, regional and
international levels.

Identify those persons, communities
and households most at risk to disaster
through assessment and apalysis of
risks, vulnerabilities and capacities
(Yulnerability and Capacity Assess-
ment) as a basis for prioritising
location and focus of programming
activities.

Raise awareness of disaster hazards
through public education — encoura-
ging vulnerable people to take preven-
tative and mitigating actions where
possible before disaster strikes. Ensure
that the knowledge gained from predic-
tion and early warning systems can be
accessed, understood and acted upon
by local communities.

Improve the ability of vulnerable
communities to cope with disasters
through community-based disaster
preparedness strategies that build on
existing structures, practices, skills and
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coping mechanisms. Recognising that
a community-based approach is the
best guarantee that improvement in
disaster preparedness will be realised
and sustained, the assisted population
must participate in planning and
preparation for disasters. All activities
and programs should be sensitive to
issues of gender, generation and the
needs of vulnerable groups, such as the
disabled.

Strive to provide the financial, material
and human resources required to carry
out appropriate and sustainable disas-
ter preparedness activities. In particular,
maximise the strategic advantage of the
International Federation to mobilise all
available resources and establish re-
gional networks of National Societies
that will strengthen the Federations
collective impact n disaster pre-
paredness.

For many vears disaster preparedness
had been viewed by the International
Federation as focusing on activities that
improved the emergency response capa-
cities of National Societies at the time of
a natural or manmade disaster. The
International Federation, along with
many other non-gavernmental organi-
saiions, perceives that the challenge for
the next decade is 1o create more etiective
mitigation programs that enable people
at risk t gain mastery of their own lives
and overcome the vulnerabilities that
inhibit social development. This challenge
is to be addressed through greater
participation of vulnerable groups in the
decision-making process of develop-
mental and risk reduction programs,
along with communication strategies that
effect behavioral changes in the decision-
muakers in government, development
agencies and the donor community.

Far the Internatienal Federation, we
foresee a period of growing rather than
lessening instability. The destabilising
forees stem from a complex interplay
between population growth. accelerating
gaps and disparities caused by globali-
sation, environmental stress and poltution
with worsening competition for natural
resources, a ditferential access to tech-
nolagy, reduction in and privatisation of
government’s social weltare respon-
sibilities, an erosion of the value of
cammunity, and a further destabilising
of sub-national groups and interests.

The need for a paradigm shift

Between 1995 and 2810, the number of
people living in absolute poverty is
expected to grow from L3 to 1.8 billion
peeple. Between 1995 and the year 2000

the number of people living in this
poverty category wiil grow from 24 to 33
percent. [nstability and armed conflict will
continue to rise in the world, generating
even more human displacement (40
million people displaced in 1995). There
is growing concern about the way in
which poor people adapt coping strategies
to address short-term shoiks and longer-
term changes in their lives.

In the 1980% and 1990's organisations
began shifting their development thinking
away from externally imposed blueprint
solutions. Now, a mare iterative approach
is applied between the organisational
prescriptions and the at-risk populations’
developmental capacities. This shift
indicates recognition, and seme under-
standing, of the ways in which peaple at
risk manage and change their own lives
in response to stresses and oppertunities.
It implies an approach to development that
builds upon raising capacities and enables
people to avoid or find alternatives to
some of the deleterious effects of human
crisis.

This paradigm shift is reflected in the
notion of contributing to longer-term
environmental and econamic sustaina-
bility and to creating stronger linkages
between relief and development initia-
tives. An important facter in this para-
digm shift is how to reinforce the capacity
of at-risk groups to adapt in times of rapid
ot slow onset shocks to their lives. This
adaptation process, by choice of the at-
risk group, requires a dvnamic that either
enhances existing security and wealth or
reduces vulnerability and poverty. And,
requires more adherence by non-gover-
nmental agencies with the importance of
gender, ethricity, family and community
structure along with the socio-economic
references affecting adaptation strategies,

Mohan Munasinghe, (1998) Senior
Advisor, World Bank suggests that proxi-
mity to an extreme natural event com-
bines with low economic or social status
to result in deadly consequences. By the
vear 2029, 80% of the world’s population
will reside in developing countries and
estimates that up to 60% of residents are
highly vulnerable to tloads, severe storms
and earthquakes (First International
Earthquakes and Megacilies Workshaop,
1997). Ard, it is highly cenceivable that
more unsolved tensions will erupt into
civil conflicts that force civilian popu-
lations to tlee their homes and countries
and swell the ever increasing population
of displaced persons and refugees.

As affirmed in the Yokohama Strategy
and Plan of Action for a Safer World,
disaster  prevention,  mitigation,

preparedness and relief are tour elements
that contribute to, and gain from, the
implementation of sustainable develop-
ment policies. These elements, along with
environmental protection and sustainable
development are closely interrelated.
Cammunity involvement and active
participation should be encouraged in
order to gain greater insight into the
individual and collective perception of
development and risk, and to have a clear
understanding of the culteral and organi-
sational characteristics of each society as
well as its behavior and interactions with
the physical and natural environment. This
knowledge is of the utmost importance to
determine those factors, which favor and
hinder prevention and mitigation or
encourage or limit the preservation of the
environment for future generatiens.

The International Federation has
elected to address future disaster pre-
paredness activities through striking a
balance between mitigating negative,
destabilising forces and building and
reinforcing positive trends. Mary B
Anderson (1990) questions, which costs
mors: Prevention or recovery? she states
that the basic argument for integrating
disaster awareness into development
planning is that it is wastetul not to do so.

What choices do organisations working
in disaster prone developing countries
face as they adopt programs for economic
and social development and prepare tor
the eventual losses and human suffering
from natural and manmade disasters?
How does an organisation factor into its
planning process the human ettects of
contlict over respurces. ethnic recognition
and ideologues and suftering caused by
natural disasters? One approach used by
the International Federation is through
greater attention to counter the effects of
risk through disaster mitigation.

The following case study of the Palang
Merah [ndonesia {Indonesia Red Cross
Saciety) describes its approach to mitigate
the effects af a recent socio-economic and
poditical crisis affecting its citizens.

Responding to sodio-ecanomic and
political crises: a case study of the
Palang Merah Indonesia

The soacio-economic and political events
that have affected communities throu-
ghout the [ndonesian archipelago over the
past two years have resulted in massive
unemployment, & weakened currency and
inflation rates that have destabilised local
markets. These conditions have contri-
buted to an averloading of public facilities
for health care, edecation and other social
services in addition to increasing the
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Working with foca) comemunities

The vulnerabaldy af the people 1 the
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Spring 1000
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