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Dear CDM participants, colleagues and friends, 
 
It is an honor and great pleasure to be here in Barbados with all of you. 
 
On behalf of the ISDR system may I thank you for the opportunity to attend this 
Conference, which has become the key annual event for those working on disaster 
issues in the Caribbean region. 
 
I usually prepare a long statement providing more information, which you will get 
hopefully in hard copy, this time coupled with the PPT presentation, pointing at key 
issues. For my oral statement however, I will focus on a fewer points that I believe are 
the most relevant to share with you today. 
 
Despite the growing impact of disasters and the development of the concept of 
disaster risk reduction in the last years, behaviour towards reducing risk and 
vulnerability is still at a very initial stage. Although awareness has increased 
enormously, communities and nations are still not focusing enough attention on the 
vulnerabilities that are at the origin of the disasters.  Many still see these disasters as 
acts of god, something that we still need to overcome. Although we now understand 
that it is not the hurricane or the earthquake that kills people but the poorly built or 
poorly protected buildings, most people still regard disasters as somehow inevitable 
due mainly to their still current perception and denomination as “natural” disasters. 
 
We know very well that disasters are never natural, a hurricane or an earthquake in 
the middle of the ocean is not a disaster, it is the human and social vulnerability that 
turns a natural hazard into a disaster. 
 
And we are not talking here of huge investments or big infrastructure, but rather 
common sense and developing a culture of prevention. Very poor countries like 
Bangladesh, Mozambique or Vietnam have indeed demonstrated that with small 
resources, but substantive awareness and educational campaigns, communities can be 
mobilised to act on reducing risk and vulnerability to hazards.  
 
In the Caribbean, while the same hurricane hardly kills anyone or only very few in 
some countries, it can become a terrible disaster in another, with Haiti being the most 
noticeable case, due to the high level of human, social, economic and environmental 
vulnerability. 
 
As you will imagine, there is therefore, still much work on the road before us.  
 
The effectiveness of our awareness-raising and educational task will be greater if we 
manage to do it together and plan for it together. 
 
You all are aware of the fact that disasters affect us all…. whether directly or indirectly.  
No community is left untouched by the devastating consequences which they leave in 
their wake. 
 
Flooding in the Caribbean and Mexico, ice storms in Montreal, hurricanes, earthquakes 
in Colombia, El Salvador or Peru, forest fires, oil spills, toxic materials and hazardous 
waste seeping into our soil, our lakes and rivers; climate change and variability, taking 
us beyond anything we’ve ever known – the list is tireless, leaving in their wake utter 
destruction and a severe blow to the economies and ecosystems of nations, 
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livelihoods, the population’s faith in the State as protector and the opportunity to 
aspire to beyond that of daily survival.  
 
Fortunately, many countries are making progress in disaster risk reduction and are 
already using the Hyogo Framework for Action as a guiding tool. But the number of 
disasters and the scale of their impacts continue to grow, driven largely by the 
increasing vulnerability to natural hazards, but also by the effects of climate change, 
threatening the lives and livelihoods of ever more millions of people and the 
achievements of the Millennium Development Goals. 
  
As the situation is at the moment, we can see that the world is not on track to achieve 
the HFA aim of a substantive reduction in disaster losses by 2015. Decisive and 
systematic action is needed to move our efforts into a higher gear. If we want to catch 
up and achieve significant reductions in vulnerability, then there I no other option but 
to work on achieving high-level commitment to reduce risks, supported by sound and 
practical policies, good institutional capacities and adequate budgets, both at national 
and local government levels. 
 
Caribbean nations were at the heart of the negotiations of the HFA, due to their 
experience and concern, so they must show strong leadership in its implementation as 
well. 
 
One notable step in accelerating the implementation of the Hyogo Framework was the 
convening of the multi-stakeholder Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction on 5-7 
June 2007, as the main global forum to facilitate concerted efforts in disaster risk 
reduction at all levels. 
 
In the first session of the Global Platform for DRR, at which some of you were present, 
a great deal of vital policy issues were discussed and commitments were made.  In 
particular a call was made for humanitarian budgets to dedicate ten (10%) of their 
resources to DRR on a regular basis so that sustained efforts can be undertaken.  The 
UK/DFID made it policy and is implementing it systematically.  These resources will 
serve to promote DRR, raise awareness, facilitate the implementation of CBDRR 
programmes and other educational and preparedness measures and activities.  
Ministers in Asia recently discussed the need for the development aid budgets to 
allocate one percent of their resources to ensure that DRR was integrated into all 
development activities e.g. health, agriculture, tourism etc.  This will be a key item at 
the second session of the GPDRR. 
 
On June 16-19, 2009 the second session of the Global Platform for DRR will be 
convened in Geneva, and we expect to move forward on monitoring, assessing, 
reporting and guiding the implementation of the HFA, achieving an even stronger 
commitment from governments, NGOs and international partners.  
 
I would like to take the opportunity to congratulate CDERA for making it possible to 
gather this group of experts and practitioners but most important for having developed 
the concept of comprehensive disaster management, aiming precisely at focusing on 
reducing risk and vulnerability to hazards. We must ensure that the work being carried 
out by governments and communities in the region, with support from CDERA and its 
partners, covers effectively all the areas that were identified by the same governments, 
as essential, in the HFA. Currently, we are working together in the process of 
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monitoring and reporting HFA implementation for the first Global Assessment Report 
on DRR, to be finalized in May 2009 in time for discussions at the GP/DRR-2 in Geneva. 
 
The Caribbean is a beautiful, varied and multi-cultural region, rich in heritage, cultural 
and economic diversity. It is a micro-cosmos of the entire world, rich and poor, small 
and large countries living together, sharing same resources, and hazards, with 
common opportunities. 
 
This Conference offers an encompassing framework for regional cooperation, for 
sharing insights, and for putting disaster risk reduction on the political agenda as a 
high priority item. I hope that this meeting will help us to do even more to implement 
the Hyogo Framework of  Action in the years to come, building on the excellent work in 
progress right now while exploring new ways to further reduce vulnerability. 
 
Disaster can set back development for years or even decades. Economies can be hurt 
in such a manner that health and education programs suffer tremendous setbacks as 
scarce economic resources are directed elsewhere in the years after a disaster occurs. 
It comes as no surprise that the long-term economic effects of disasters are usually 
much worse in poorer countries, or in poorer regions of a given country.  
 
Additionally, international loans that countries are engaged for during decades often 
have to be used to help repair some of the damage done by disasters. Disasters impact 
economic growth: Average gross domestic product lost in disasters: 2-15% (World 
Bank studies). 
 
However, many countries still focus primarily on disaster response, and continue to be 
dominated by humanitarian assistance and emergency management, rather than 
focusing on risk reduction (prevention, mitigation and preparedness), including well 
engineered or thought out reconstruction.  
 
In many situations, this attitude can actually increase the causes of vulnerability, if 
efforts are not planned and coordinated with the authorities and local communities, 
and they do not focus on sustainable development. Generally, from a simplistic 
viewpoint, emergency response and humanitarian assistance are more visible and 
measurable in the short term, and in some way, may help comfort guilty public or 
national consciences, as they show tangible results, attract greater visibility, and gain 
credibility in the eyes of public opinion.  
 
Understanding that risk depends on a pre-existing situation, in which the human factor 
plays a role, allows us to understand the need for development strategies based on 
processes for disaster risk reduction and sustainability.  
 
This implies a two-pronged goal: reduce existing vulnerability (built up over time, 
through the implementation of unsustainable development practices), and promote 
processes that prevent the creation of new disaster risk scenarios in the future. We 
must address the structural causes of risk, not only the symptoms, as has been our 
tendency in the past.  
 
Perhaps one of the clearest lessons that we can glean from these last years is the need 
to work together and in an interdisciplinary manner to create more resilient societies.  
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There are various paths to make progress in this aspect. However, we would like to 
underscore that the development or strengthening of national disaster reduction 
platforms as a very effective mechanism. It is one that facilitates multi-sectoral, multi-
disciplinary, multi-hazard and multi-stakeholder approaches. It contributes to more a 
sustainable development in the long term and can equip countries with more and 
better tools to identify durable solutions for reducing vulnerability and to ensure 
greater involvement from different fields and stakeholders so that, together, they 
contribute to the construction of more just and better prepared societies.  
 
Regarding the increase of hazard risk, projections for global climate change indicate 
that small island countries and low-lying coastal plains of the Caribbean can expect to 
experience a number of adverse impacts deriving from changes in such climate 
parameters as rainfall, sea-levels and sea-temperature, and storm and hurricane 
frequency and intensity. 
 
The identification of the hazard impacts associated with climate change makes it 
critical for adaptation strategies within the Caribbean region to incorporate the broader 
cross-sectoral framework of disaster loss mitigation. Also in this regard can a focus on 
the strengthening of national platforms within the framework of regional cooperation 
do much to improve capacities in the countries and territories to reduce vulnerability. 
 
At the first session of the Global Platform for DRR in June 2007, UNISDR-Americas 
organized a side-event in which a draft strategy for strengthening national platforms 
was presented and validated by many Caribbean actors. The strategy, called the 
“Caribbean Platforms Programme” (CPP) directly targets to alleviate some of the 
regions long standing challenges hindering the realization of the most effective national 
and regional Disaster Risk Reduction.  
 
Additionally, it focuses on strengthening the structures and processes towards more 
integrative risk reduction, and furthering the mainstreaming of Disaster Risk Reduction 
into sustainable development planning and policies. The CPP can be a practical and 
product-oriented effort in affecting real and sustainable positive change in the 
Caribbean. 
 
Including participation with all countries in the Wider Caribbean, and operating in 
English, French and Spanish, this (four-year) program in region-wide collaboration, 
aims at building directly upon past and on-going relevant initiatives, in particular the 
Comprehensive Disaster Management (CDM) initiative, and working in association with 
international and regional organizations, in particular CDERA (soon to become CDMA) 
in support of national communities in multi-stakeholder and multi-sector oriented 
activities in the areas of vulnerability and capacity assessments and capacity building, 
regional harmonization and collaboration, information standardization and information 
management, partnerships and networking, education training and knowledge 
development and exchange. 
 
While national platforms can do much to create essential synergy and promote 
capacity building, the Hyogo Framework for Action points at several other lines of 
action. It would take much too long to focus on all of them but for now it suffices to 
say that it provides a very solid basis for long-term disaster risk reduction strategies 
and as such should, in our view, be the main reference for current and future 
programmes and policy making. 
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The Hyogo Framework for Action emphasizes that the primary responsibility for 
implementation and follow-up lies with States, involving national public administration 
structures, the scientific community and civil society. We need to build a strong sense 
of ownership of disaster risk reduction within their populations and support local 
Governments’ capacities.  
 
States should also conceive mechanisms that allow bottom-up disaster risk reduction 
initiatives, originating at the community level and contributing to the shaping of 
disaster risk reduction policy and programmes at all levels. 
 
It is true that a variety of valuable actions are being undertaken in the Caribbean in 
disaster reduction. But much more still needs to be done to effectively reduce risk of 
hazards. 
 
National platforms bring relevant actors together as a more unified front for disaster 
risk reduction at the national level.  Further, as part of the world-wide recognized ISDR 
system and networks, national authorities, and other relevant actors will be able to 
more easily share their experiences, knowledge, and tried good practices, allowing 
greater synergy at both regional and global levels. The creation of national platforms 
and development of national action plans and programmes are key strategic elements, 
also confirmed by recent regional declarations.  
 
The Kingston Declaration (2005) recommends the strengthening of institutional 
capacities for regional, national as well as local coordination – by enshrining in law, the 
roles and responsibilities of all disaster management stakeholders including private 
sector and civil society. The Havana conference (2005) considers both a bottom-up 
and a top-down approach to disaster risk reduction as an essential requirement in all 
public and private initiatives in development and humanitarian strategies at all levels.  
 
I would also like to say a few words on the following: The first High-Level/Ministerial 
Conference on Disaster Reduction of the Wider Caribbean was held at Saint-Marc, 
Haiti, 14-16 November 2007, and was attended by a record number of countries, 
representing over 75% of all countries and territories in the Wider Caribbean. In 
general, the Conference resulted in very positive and concrete outputs, of which the 
main one was the adoption of a Plan of Action to guide the work of the Association of 
Caribbean States’ Special Committee on “Natural” Disasters over the next five years. 
 
The Plan of Action translates the Hyogo Framework for Action into the realities of the 
Wider Caribbean and was endorsed fully by all attending governments. Together with 
governments and the other relevant actors in the region, UNISDR contributed to 
making this Conference and its Plan of Action a reality. 
 
Only a few months later, the ‘Santo Domingo Declaration’ was adopted by the Summit 
of 21 Heads of State/Government on 7 March 2008, clearly expressing their position in 
“valuing the existing regional initiatives for pre and post disaster attention such as 
those within the frameworks of UNISDR, OAS, ACS, CEPREDENAC, CDERA, CAPRADE, 
the White Helmets and the Simón Bolívar Humanitarian Task Force”, while “recognizing 
the Saint Marc (Haiti) Plan of Action for Disaster Reduction of the Association of 
Caribbean States, emanating from the ACS High-Level Conference on Disaster 
Reduction, as a very positive initiative”. Coming so soon after the Declaration of 2008 
as the ‘Year for Advancing on the Issue of Disasters’ by the ACS Ministerial Council, 
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this recognition is particularly significant for the Association and the Conference Bodies 
as partners in this priority area for the Wider Caribbean. 
 
One of the important tasks we have before us is creating political awareness of the 
need to work more cohesively in Disaster Risk Reduction. It may not be an easy task, 
but it is feasible to achieve the implementation of the Hyogo Framework of Action with 
the necessary broader political commitment. 
 
If we are not able to change our attitudes as a society, we will witness an entire 
generation facing more difficult life conditions, and living not in greater harmony, but 
in greater conflict with their physical and social environments. Political, economic and 
community leaders can play an essential and decisive role in this.  
 
I wish to recognize the valuable contribution of the Government of Barbados in the 
important regional efforts for disaster management and now, for disaster risk 
management also; first as a main supporter of CDERA from its inception, and more 
recently providing valuable support to the establishment of the Centre for Disaster Risk 
Reduction at the University of the West Indies. This is indeed a pioneering effort, 
which shows the way forward and will hopefully provide a model for many other such 
institutions in the future. 
 
I must say I was impressed with Minister Freundel Stuart of the Ministry of Home 
Affairs and Deputy Prime Minister with his knowledge and understanding of disaster 
reduction issues, he is a real champion for risk reduction in the region. 
 
Other regions have been organizing themselves to develop stronger regional platforms 
for advancing DRR.  I just attended last week in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia the Third 
Asian Ministerial Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction where more than 50 countries 
shared experiences and identified priorities in this field. 
 
On 17-19 March, the Organization of the American States (OAS) and the UNISDR will 
jointly convene the first Conference of the Regional Platform for DRR in Panama and 
we look forward to seeing many of you on that occasion. 
  
 
Thank you for your attention. 


