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Environmental Emergencies Training in Singapore, in 2009. The key to effective 
emergency response is preparedness and tailor-made capacity development. 
(source: JEU)



introduction
Global challenges including climate change, extreme poverty, urbanization, water 
scarcity, energy security, migration and population growth disproportionately 
affect the world’s most vulnerable people as well as the scope of humanitarian 
preparedness and response. 

The UN Environment Programme and the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs gathered with representatives of Member States, 
international organizations, civil society organizations and non-governmental 
organizations to discuss the issues and future challenges in environmental 
emergency preparedness and response. Together, this Advisory Group on 
Environmental Emergencies (AGEE) set out to answer a number of questions 
raised. The result was several initiatives to be delivered in the next two to three 
years, summarized in this report.

The more specific realm of environmental emergencies is affected by global 
challenges. Forest fires in Russia, the secondary impacts of the earthquake/
tsunami in Japan and many other disasters have left many countries asking: Are 
we sufficiently prepared? The mountains of debris following Haiti’s devastating 
earthquake plagued humanitarians and local populations for months, and 
begged the question: Are we sufficiently prepared for responses in complex 
urban environments? The effects of climate change and climate variability are 
already apparent to humanitarians and raise the question: Do we understand 
how we must adapt our response and preparedness? Meanwhile those tasked 
with providing assistance when countries are unable to help themselves are left 
asking: What more can and should be done?

The initiatives can be roughly divided into those that help us understand the 
changing global context and what these changes mean for environmental 
emergencies; and those that help us scale-up country-level preparedness 
through a range of measures.

To build understanding, studies have been requested by the AGEE to identify 
ways to strengthen links between preparedness and contingency planning. In 
terms of enhancing country level preparedness, UNEP, OCHA and their partners 
have pledged to work to:
 •  Build the capacities of national authorities and responders to prepare for 

environmental emergencies through a dedicated Centre;
 • Facilitate the collaboration of actors at a regional level;
 •  Compile a comprehensive map of all current efforts in the domain of 

environmental emergencies so as to identify gaps and overlaps.

advisory group on environmental emergencies (agee) is an international 
forum held every two years, bringing together environmental and disaster 
managers from around the world to share information, experiences and lessons 
learned to improve prevention, preparedness and response to environmental 
emergencies.



Muzaffarabad, Pakistan, after the earthquake in 2005. Safe handling, removal 
and management of disaster waste are important issues in emergency response. 
Effective approaches can help manage the risks to life and health and seize 
opportunities in support recovery and development outcomes. 
(source: MSB and JEU)



investing in preparedness to 
reduce the risks of disaster
Investing in the preparedness of vulnerable countries reduces the risks posed to 
them by future disasters, and can ultimately save lives, livelihoods, and protect 
property. A shift now underway from providing response to enabling countries to 
do preparedness work themselves is an important step and major turning point 
for OCHA and UNEP.

A three year pilot project on strengthening national capacities for effective 
environmental emergency response will deliver tailor-made assessments 
and trainings for the specific needs of the most vulnerable countries. With a 
total budget of USD 3,298,670 the project will result in the establishment of a 
dedicated Environmental Emergencies Centre. 

The Environmental Emergencies Centre is a web based platform designed for 
government authorities and emergency managers to learn and share from the 
best practices available in this field. 

Through the Centre, UNEP and OCHA will work with different partners in the 
coming years to: 
 •  Develop specific tools, guidelines and online trainings to build national 

preparedness through its e-learning portal; 
 •  Act as a library of materials in multiple languages, and information hub 

for links to other useful sources;
 •  Deliver a number of operational services, including individual country 

assessments and tailor-made in-country activities;
 •  Raise the level of awareness of environmental emergencies and their 

devastating effects.

Engaging those working on Corporate Social Responsibility and social 
entrepreneurship to support the Centre’s work is a priority. In an effort to provide 
the Environmental Emergencies Centre with the staffing support it requires, 
UNEP and OCHA will continue to focus their efforts on building partnerships and 
mobilizing resources for the Centre and its activities. 

Visit the Environmental Emergencies Centre at www.eecenter.info

“We are in a fast-moving car and ahead is a crash waiting to happen. 
We need to act.” 

Margareta Wahlström 
Special Representative of the Secretary General for Disaster Risk Reduction and  

head of the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR)  
on the need for greater investment in preparedness. (29 April 2011)



Floods in Hanoi, Vietnam in 2008. The frequency of natural disasters, particularly 
floods and storms, is increasing with global climate change. 
(source: Tung X Ngo/IRIN)



emergency preparedness  
is a team effort
It is unlikely that any country or region will ever develop all the capacity required 
to respond to all external or internal disasters and emergencies. Countries need 
safety nets, not only at the global level but from their friends and neighbours as 
well: in particular, countries with whom they share borders and have common 
economic and environmental interests at stake.

Regional Response is not only more cost-effective, it is faster, saves lives, and 
better preserves the environment.

In 2011-2013 the Environmental Emergency Centre (see previous section) will work 
in collaboration with the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) on 
developing a regional approach to environmental emergency preparedness. Only 
a few regions, over several years, have successfully developed close cooperation 
on this issue. A workshop on the development of this approach will result in a 
roadmap that describes any adjustments to be made to the different regional 
contexts. From this, specific trainings and activities will help shape the new 
approach. More information can be found on http://environment.asean.org.

improving the coordination 
of environmental emergency 
response systems
Currently, countries and international organizations have a patchwork of 
agreements, institutions and guidelines to arrange environmental emergency 
response. While one country might be covered by an agreement for industrial 
accidents or forest fires, it might not be covered in case of a nuclear emergency 
or an oil spill. As there is no mechanism to connect these different initiatives 
together the result is fragmentation, gaps and limited coordination.

To address this issue, UNEP, in cooperation with OCHA, will prepare on overview 
of international organizations involved in environmental emergency response. It 
will map the different roles and responsibilities and outline where there are gaps 
and possible overlaps in their activities. The end result will contribute to a system 
of increased effectiveness of overall response. Countries and organizations will 
have a better understanding of what assistance can be provided, in what type of 
emergency and by whom. 

UNEP and OCHA were asked to work closely together on this important issue 
following a decision that was taken by UNEP’s Governing Council (UNEP /
GC.26/15 of February 2011), an important forum for the international community 
to address major and emerging environmental policy issues. 
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