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1 Background 

1.1. UNEP Asian Tsunami Task Force 

On 28 December 2004, the UNEP Asian Tsunami Disaster Task Force was established by 
the UNEP Executive Director, Dr. Klaus Töpfer.  The Task Force is supporting the national 
authorities and the UN family in assessing and addressing the environmental impacts from 
the disaster, providing environmental expertise and in mobilizing and coordinating 
international efforts in the environmental sector. Membership in the Task Force includes 
senior UNEP staff members from the Regional Offices for Asia and the Pacific (Bangkok) 
and for West Asia (Bahrain), the various UNEP Divisions located in Geneva (DEWA/DEPI), 
Nairobi (DEWA/DEPI/DPDL/DCPI), New York (DPDL) and Paris (DTIE), the UNEP/Global 
Environment Facility, the Global Programme of Action (GPA) office in the Hague, the 
International Environmental Technology Centre (IETC) in Osaka, and the UNEP World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC) in Cambridge, UK. In addition, the Joint UNEP-
OCHA Environment Unit participates in each meeting, as do representatives from WWF and 
IUCN. Thirteen meetings of the Task Force have been held.  The initial duration of the Task 
Force is two months.  

To date, most of the affected countries have suffered varying degrees of similar tsunami-
induced environmental problems. These include: 

• Ground water contamination 
• Damage to coral reefs, sea grass beds and mangroves ecosystems  
• Salinisation of soils and damage to vegetation and crops 
• Clean-up of tsunami-generated waste and debris 
• Impacts to sewage collection and treatment systems 
• Damage to protected areas 
• Coastline erosion and inundation 
• Changes in river hydrology 
• Loss of livelihoods based on natural resources or ecosystem services (fisheries, 

aquaculture and tourism) 

The Task Force has developed a five-pillar approach for responding to the tsunami as 
described below. 

1.2. Five Pillar Approach 

In close coordination with the UN humanitarian and development framework, the UNEP Task 
Force has developed the following five-pillar response approach. Progress made within each 
pillar is described in section two of this situation report. 

1. Respond to the Requests by the Affected Countries and Develop Quick Impact 
Projects 
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The governments of Thailand, Indonesia, Maldives, Sri Lanka, Somalia/Puntland, Yemen 
and the Seychelles have requested UNEP to provide environmental expertise to assess and 
address the environmental impacts from the disaster, help coordinate international efforts in 
the environmental sector, and to develop immediate quick impact projects.  

2. Mobilise Immediate Environmental Assistance by Integrating Short-term 
Environmental Needs into the Humanitarian Flash Appeal 

UNEP has been working in close collaboration with the UNDAC teams and the UN country 
teams in Indonesia, Maldives, Thailand and Sri Lanka to include urgent environmental needs 
within the Flash Appeal that was launched on 6 January 2005.  

3. Mobilise Environmental Recovery by Integrating Medium-term Environmental Needs 
into the Reconstruction Needs Assessments 

UNEP is working closely with the United Nations Development Programnme (UNDP), the 
United Nations Development Group (UNDG) and the World Bank to conduct needs 
assessments in (all) affected regions, to identify the recovery and reconstruction needs for 
the medium term.  

4. Conduct Environmental Assessments and Promote an Environmental Agenda in the 
Reconstruction of Affected Areas   

In order to set a forward looking environmental agenda, mobilise environmental 
rehabilitation, strengthen the capacities of the environmental authorities and revitalise 
international environmental cooperation, UNEP is conducting environmental assessments in 
the region. These assessments are being implemented in close association with the national 
authorities and in cooperation with selected partner organisations and NGOs, including 
WWF and IUCN. Background studies, remote sensing and work in the field that has already 
been conducted by all environmental stakeholders since the disaster will be summarized in 
an initial desk study that will be released on 23 February to the UNEP Governing Council. 
Additional field missions will also be run during February where detailed samples will be 
collected and analysed by UNEP and national experts. A final report will be published in late 
March that will provide a comprehensive overview of the environmental damage caused by 
the disaster, as well as the recovery and reconstruction needs. 

5. Develop Early Warning System  

In response to the requests of the governments, UNEP is taking action to support the 
development of an early warning system to increase the preparedness of the Indian Ocean 
countries to tsunamis and other natural hazards. UNEP is working closely with national 
governments, international experts and organisations to provide environmental information 
to the scientific body of knowledge required for such a system, to support the development 
of the actual mechanism and strengthening the capacities of the national environmental 
authorities to participate in the national early warning platforms. 
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2 Update on UNEP’s National Response Activities 

2.1. Introduction 

UNEP has received official requests for assistance from the Governments of The 
governments of Thailand, Indonesia, Maldives, Sri Lanka, Somalia/Puntland, Yemen and the 
Seychelles. The following sections outline the nature of the request, as well as summarize 
the UNEP deployments to date and the technical assistance provided. 

2.2. Indonesia 

• Request: The Ministry of Environment requested urgent assistance from UNEP in 
establishing an environmental assessment centre in Jakarta, providing environmental 
assistance to the Ministry of Environment in supporting a field assessment and in 
developing an action plan for addressing the environmental issues identified and for 
developing early warning capacity. 

• UNEP Deployments: A total of five UNEP staff have been deployed to Indonesia 
since the disaster to provide technical expertise to the Ministry of the Environment, 
support the establishment of an environmental assessment centre, develop quick 
impact projects, plan and participate in the needs assessments, and provide any 
required technical support to the UN country team. A core team of two staff now 
remain with additional technical experts being deployed as needed.  

• Technical Support Provided: UNEP worked in close cooperation with the UN 
Country Team to ensure environmental assessment activities amounting to US 
$1,000,000 were included within the Flash Appeal that was released on 6 January 
(see annex 1). UNEP was also the focal point for the environmental sector in the WB-
led needs assessment that took place from 4th to 12th January. The document was 
publicly released on 19th of January. Since 11 January, UNEP has also been 
supporting the Ministry of Environment to develop a strategy and plan for the 
establishment of an environmental assessment centre. On 14th of January, an 
environmental expert was deployed by the Joint UNEP-OCHA Environment Unit to 
the UNDAC team to conduct a rapid environmental assessment in Banda Aceh. The 
results of this study will be used as a critical input to the national environmental 
assessment.  

2.3. Sri Lanka 

• Request: The Central Environmental Authority requested urgent assistance from 
UNEP to work with national experts in assessing the environmental damage in the 
various sectors including coral reefs, shore erosion, coastal land use planning, water 
pollution, and soil contamination. Following the assessment, Sri Lanka’s top priority 
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for UNEP assistance is in the development of a forward looking plan on coastal zone 
management and land use planning. 

• UNEP Deployments: A total of five UNEP staff have been deployed to Sri Lanka 
since the disaster to provide technical expertise to the Central Environmental 
Authority, develop quick impact projects, plan and participate in the needs 
assessments, and provide any required technical support to the UN country team. A 
core team of two staff now remain with additional technical experts being deployed 
as needed. 

• Technical Support Provided: An UNDAC mission was launched to Sri Lanka on 
26th of December containing an environmental expert provided by the Joint UNEP-
OCHA Environment Unit. The UNDAC team has conducted a rapid environmental 
assessment (REA) of acute environmental problems that have immediate and direct 
relevance to human lives and welfare. The results of this REA will be used as critical 
inputs to the national environmental assessment. UNEP also worked in close 
cooperation with the UN Country Team to ensure environmental assessment 
activities amounting to US 3,000,000 were included within the Flash Appeal that was 
released on 6 January (see annex 1). On 6th January, three UNEP staff also 
participated in a preliminary environmental damage assessment planning meeting 
organized by the national environmental authorities. UNEP is now in the process of 
supporting the national environmental authorities in finalizing the scope, framework 
and approach for the assessment, as well as in developing a National Environmental 
Response Action and Recovery Programme.  

2.4. Thailand 

• Request: The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment requested urgent 
UNEP expertise and support to carry out the initial damage assessment, and to 
prepare response plans and projects including the development of an early warning 
center. 

• UNEP Deployments: A total of five UNEP staff have been deployed to Thailand 
since the disaster to provide technical expertise to the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment, develop quick impact projects, plan and participate in the needs 
assessments, and provide any required technical support to the UN country team. A 
core team of two staff now remain with additional technical experts being deployed 
as needed. 

• Technical Support Provided: UNEP’s assistance to the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment is coming from a combination of existing staff located in 
the UNEP Regional Office for Asian and the Pacific (located in Bangkok), as well as 
from five additional staff that were deployed to provide technical support. On 5th 
January, three UNEP staff met with the Director of Office of International Cooperation 
on Natural Resources and Environment to discuss and develop a plan of action. 
Within the UN Flash Appeal that was launched on 6th of January, a total of US 
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$900,000 of environmental assessment activities were included for execution by 
UNEP, FAO and UNDP (see annex 1). On 8th January, UNEP was invited to become 
the focal point for the environment in the UNDP-led “Inter-agency Mission for an 
Initial Assessment of the Socio/Environmental and Shelter Impacts and 
Requirements”. This assessment took place during 10-14 of January. On 10 January, 
UNEP provided a staff member to be placed within the Ministry to facilitate and 
coordinate UNEP’s assistance, to give advice in planning the assessment, provide 
environmental expertise and assist with the REA which is being undertaken by the 
Government, Universities, International Organisations and NGOs.  

2.5. Maldives 

• Request: The Ministry of Environment and Construction requested urgent assistance 
from UNEP in terms of emergency waste management and environmental 
assessment of impacts to natural resources, in particular coral reefs. 

• UNEP Deployments: A total of four UNEP staff have been deployed to the Maldives 
since the disaster to provide technical expertise to the Ministry of Environment and 
Construction, develop quick impact projects, plan and participate in the needs 
assessments, and provide any required technical support to the UN country team. A 
core team of two staff now remain with additional technical experts being deployed 
as needed. 

• Technical Support Provided: On 27 December, one UNEP staff from the OCHA-
UNEP Joint Environment Unit was deployed to join the UNDAC team in the Maldives. 
The UNDAC team has completed a rapid environmental assessment (REA) of acute 
environmental problems that have immediate and direct relevance to human lives 
and welfare. The results of this REA have been finalized and will be used as critical 
inputs to the national environmental assessment. UNEP also worked in close 
cooperation with the UN Country Team to ensure environmental assessment and 
emergency waste management activities amounting to US 950,000 were included 
within the Flash Appeal that was released on 6 January (see annex 1). Since 11 of 
January, UNEP has been providing technical support and in-country training in 
addressing emergency waste management issues. UNEP also took the lead for the 
environmental sector in the Inter-Agency Needs Assessments that was conducted 
from 11-16th of January. The results of this assessment have been finalized and one 
of the proposed projects relates to reducing potential human exposure to the 
asbestos caused by the tsunami. A training workshop has been suggested on 
asbestos awareness and waste management.  A potential donor conference is also 
to be organised to present environmental issues using the Needs Assessment 
Report. 
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2.6. Seychelles 

• Request: The Ministry for Environment and Natural Resources has requested 
technical support from UNEP on the issue of early warning systems and disaster 
preparedness as well as expertise to support an environmental assessment and 
implement an Environmental Rehabilitation and Recovery Plan. 

• UNEP Deployments: A UNEP fact-finding mission, consisting of experts from 
UNEP, IUCN, and the Dutch Ministry of Water and Transport, is presently conducting 
a rapid assessment of the environmental impacts of the tsunami, and the needs for 
reconstruction and capacity building. The mission will focus on collecting available 
information on the topics requested by the environmental authorities in order to 
identify key issues and to plan for a full assessment mission in late February and 
early March.  In this regard, the scope of the fact-finding mission will cover such 
topics as understanding the long-term consequence of the tsunami on the 
productivity of marine ecosystems, rehabilitation of services for the Marine Parks 
Authority, addressing the stability of the coastline as a result of the wave surges, 
assessing institutional capacity, and identifying chronic disaster risks. 

2.7. Somalia/Puntland 

• Request: The Ministry of Fisheries, Ports and Marine Transport of the Government 
of Somalia/Puntland, requested assistance from UNEP to assess environmental 
damage including habitat destruction, pollution and soil erosion in the affected 
coastal areas, as well as on Haafuun Island. 

• UNEP Deployments: A UNEP fact-finding mission to the impacted costal areas in 
Puntland is currently being planned for 9-11 of February. If security conditions 
prevent the mission from being deployed, alternative means will be found for 
providing technical assistance.   

2.8. Yemen 

• Request: The Ministry of Water and Environment in Yemen expressed concern 
about possible marine impacts on the Yemen coast as well as on Socotra Island, and 
requested assistance from UNEP in assessing the impacts.   

• UNEP Deployments: A UNEP fact-finding mission to Yemen is presently conducting 
a rapid assessment of the environmental impacts of the tsunami, and the needs for 
reconstruction and capacity building. A separate but complementary mission to 
assess emergency waste management issues is also being organized by the Joint 
UNEP-OCHA Environment Unit. The two mission will work in close collaboration and 
cooperation. 
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2.9. Other countries 

• Kenya: No request for assistance has been made to date. The preliminary reports 
that are being undertaken by the local authorities and NGOs do not indicate 
significant environmental impacts. The UNEP Task Force is in contact with the 
Regional Office for Africa and will continue to monitor the situation. 

• Oman: No request for assistance has been made to date. The UNEP Task Force is 
in contact with the Regional Office for West Asia and will continue to monitor the 
situation. 

• India and Myanmar: Assessments are being carried out by the country teams but 
have yet to be finalised. The Country Teams and the Task Force are in contact and 
the results will be shared with UNEP. UNEP is ready to provide technical support in 
assessing and addressing the environmental impacts of the Tsunami if requested. 
 

3 Update on UNEP’s Regional Response Activities 

3.1. Introduction 

In addition to supporting the environmental authorities at the national level, UNEP is also 
conducting a number of regional activities. These activities are described in the following 
section. 

3.2. Remote Sensing 

UNEP is offering its remote sensing expertise to the UN system. UNEP-DEWA will develop a 
map of areas vulnerable to natural hazards as an input to the reconstruction planning 
process. The UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC) will provide remote 
sensing and GIS support in the areas of biodiversity impacts, in particular coral reefs, 
shorelines and protected areas. UNEP is collaborating closely with UNOSAT to ensure a 
coordinated approach. 

3.3. Waste Management Guidance 

The tsunami, in combination with somewhat out-dated waste management practices, has 
caused a massive waste problem that requires immediate action to remediate contaminated 
areas, but also longer-term policy improvements. UNEP has offered environmental 
assistance to the national authorities and UN agencies in addressing the waste issue. In this 
regard, UNEP will facilitate and support the development of waste management strategy and 
guidance materials. As a first step, UNEP plans to organize a technical meeting on 8 
February to discuss how the issue of debris waste management can be immediately 
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addressed. Participants will include experts from UNEP, FAO, IMO, WHO, Habitat, UNHCR, 
UNICEF, OCHA, UNDP, OXFAM, and GTZ, as well as a number of international experts in 
waste management that will provide pro-bono time.  

3.4. Environmental Screening of Reconstruction Projects 

UNEP is currently developing guidance materials for national authorities to screen 
reconstruction projects for possible environmental impacts, and to ensure all projects take 
lessons learned from the tsunami on environmental planning and management into account.  

3.5. Coastal Zone Planning 

UNEP is currently preparing to hold a meeting on Coastal Zone Rehabilitation Management 
for the Tsunami Affected Region in Cairo, Egypt on 17th February 2005 (immediately 
following the Sea to Sea Second Regional Forum, scheduled from 14 – 16 February 2005 in 
Cairo). The Regional Organisation for the Conservation of the Environment of the Red Sea 
and Gulf of Aden (PERSGA) has agreed to host this meeting in conjunction with the UNEP 
Asian Tsunami Disaster Task Force and the UNEP Global Programme of Action (GPA).  The 
purpose of this one day meeting involving the Tsunami affected country focal points of 
Regional Seas and experts, will be to discuss at the highest possible political/institutional 
level, basic principles for coastal reconstruction and rehabilitation within the broader 
framework of integrated coastal zone management and to provide information on related 
policy tools and mechanisms aiming to reduce impacts of possible future disasters. It also 
aims at exchanging knowledge and developing linkages between responsible national 
institutions to further foster cooperation among the affected countries. 

3.6. Early Warning 

On the issue of an early warning system (EWS) for the Indian Ocean, UNEP is providing 
environmental expertise to the international consortium that is addressing the issue as 
agreed at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction from 18-22 January 2005 in Kobe, 
Japan. In addition, UNEP has agreed to strengthen the capacities of the national 
environmental authorities to participate in the national early warning platforms. Within the UN 
Flash Appeal that was launched on 6th of January, a total of US $8,000,000 of activities 
related to early warning systems development were included (see annex 1). 
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4 Contacts 
 
UNEP Task Force Chairman: 
Mr. Pasi Rinne 
Chair 
UNEP Asian Tsunami Disaster Task Force 
Tel. + 41 22 91 78 617 
Mob. + 358 400 464 127 
Fax. + 41 22 91 78 064 
E-mail: Pasi.Rinne@unep.ch  
 
Media Enquiries: 
Eric Falt 
Director  
UNEP Division of Communications and Public Information 
Office: +254 20 623 292  
Mob: +254 733-682 656   
E-mail: Eric.Falt@unep.org  
Web: http://www.unep.org/tsunami/  
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Annex 1: Environmental Projects in UN Flash Appeal 
 

Introduction 

In response to the disaster, the UN system at the country level began assessing urgent 
humanitarian needs in order to launch a flash appeal to the international community for 
urgent funding. The United Nations “Indian Ocean Tsunami/Earthquake Flash Appeal” was 
launched on 6th January 2005. The appeal focuses on supporting people in Indonesia, 
Maldives, Myanmar, Seychelles, Somalia and Sri Lanka from January to the end of June 
2005, and calls for US$ 977 million to fund the critical work of some forty UN agencies and 
NGOs.  

Since the disaster, UNEP experts have been working in close collaboration with the various 
UNDAC and UN Country Teams to ensure assessment of urgent environmental impacts and 
needs were included within the flash appeal. Projects either led by UNEP or involving UNEP 
were included in the Flash Appeal for Indonesia, Sri Lanka, the Maldives and Thailand. In 
addition, a regional project on early warning was also included. The details of each project 
are listed in the following sections. 

Indonesia 

On 2 January, UNEP made a flash appeal submission through the UNDAC and UN Country 
Team mechanism in Indonesia for responding to the request of the Ministry of Environment 
in full cooperation with the UN system. The final flash appeal included the following project 
based on UNEP’s input.  

 

Sri Lanka 

One 2 January, UNEP made a flash appeal submission through the UNDAC and UN 
Country Team mechanism in Sri Lanka for responding to the request of the Central 
Environmental Authority in full cooperation with the UN system. The final flash appeal 
included the following project based on UNEP’s input. 
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Maldives 

On 2 January, UNEP made a flash appeal submission through the UNDAC and UN Country 
Team mechanism in the Maldives for responding to the request of the Ministry of 
Environment and Construction in full cooperation with the UN system. The final flash appeal 
included the following projects based on UNEP’s input. 

 

 

Regional Projects 

In addition to country specific projects, two regional projects were also included in the 
consolidated “Indian Ocean Tsunami/Earthquake Flash Appeal” where UNEP will provide 
technical expertise and support. 
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   Note:  The project in Thailand falls under the regional project section of the Flash Appeal as the Government of  
 Thailand did not officially request UN assistance, but other national or sub-national bodies did.   

Appeal Summary by Organization 

The Consolidated “Indian Ocean Tsunami/Earthquake Flash Appeal”, released on 6 January 
2005, contained the following table of requirements by UN agency.  
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