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PROLOGUE

Reducing the risk of destructive natural phenomena
increasingly looms as a strategic line of developmental
action. Since 2000, the Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) along with the Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) have stressed that
proper disaster prevention, reduction and response are
a facet of regional development and as such demand a
systematic and coherent approach to lowering the risk
of disaster consequences. ECLAC views the inclusion
of such policies as indispensable to comprehensive de-
velopment, meaning one that is sustainable, equitable
and provides improved productivity and competitiveness
while also promoting social cohesion throughout the
countries of the region.

Latin America and the Caribbean are marked by a
high degree of exposure to natural phenomena that
have considerable destructive potential and which in
the past two decades have taken the form of events
with catastrophic social and economic consequences
for governments and populations alike on both a social
and economic plane. This geographic location combined
with pronounced features of economic physical, envi-
ronmental and politico-institutional vulnerability have
all been tragically reflected in the frequency with which
tremendously disastrous events occur. At the same time
the region continues to suffer a range of limitations
that stand in the way of an effective risk management.
A conditioning factor for these obstacles is the lack of
information available to those throughout the various
phases of the management process when they are making
decisions and formulating the proper projects.

There is growing evidence, data and experience that
substantiate the need to adopt pro-active risk-mitigation
strategies in light of the major benefits they afford and
the extent which they allow for a more sustained course
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of development. Nevertheless, there has yet to be a gen-
eralized sharing of information regarding each country's
experiences or the adoption of specific indicators.

In the framework of a cooperative programme
between IDB and ECLAC, a project on disaster risk
information was conducted on the basis of the case
studies of five countries seen as representative of the
region owing to their sizes, relative degree of develop-
ment, and geographic locations. It is our hope that the
results of that endeavour will contribute to a better
understanding of risk, its specific management in the
region and the handling of information related to such
issues as well as in formulating proposals for creating
a more systematic handling of information that can
make it more effectively available for decision making.
This report contains the general conclusions of these
investigations and sheds light on the institutional
structures and disaster risk management that exist
in the countries studied. By providing a chronological
account of the evolution of institutions responsible
for emergency and civil defence processes and for risk
management as part of planning and development poli-
cies the study constitutes a valuable record of national
experiences and explains how the countries studied have
made changes in recent decades to the institutions in
charge of disaster and risk management as well as their
information systems. Based on the experiences that have
been documented regarding the responses to disasters,
some conclusions are drawn that have region-wide
implications and recommendations directed at decision
makers are formulated.

Jorge Mattar

Deputy Director of ECLAC
Sub-regional Headquarters Mexico City






EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A. OBJECTIVE AND SOPE OF THE PROGRAM

There isa generalized opinion throughout Latin America
and the Caribbean that a serious obstacle to an effec-
tive disaster risk management is the lack of information
available to those in charge of making decisions all along
the various stages of the management process.

In order to rectify this weakness, the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) and the Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)
jointly developed a Natural Disaster Management
Information Programme. The project was oriented
toward determining information regarding risk and
the methodologies for analysing data needed by risk-
management decision makers, those generating the
information and the agencies that promote a quality
management process.

The project was based on case studies in five coun-
tries that are representative of the various sub-regions
of Latin America and the Caribbean that are exposed
to various threats: Colombia, Chile, Jamaica, Mexico
and Nicaragua. These studies focused on evaluat-
ing the risk management situation of each of these
countries and on the information that is available for
such purposes.

In order to establish a common basis from which to
conduct the case studies we prepared a Basic Method-
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ological Document and five Specific Methodologies for
obtaining the necessary information and evaluation of
management strategies.'

B. STUDY CONCLUSIONS

Generation and use of information

The past 15 years witnessed improvements in the avail-
able information on natural threats, the monitoring of
hazardous phenomena —especially of a hydro-meteo-
rological nature— and the public alert systems in the
countries studied.

However, the information is not always available,
or is overlooked when formulating policy, designing
instruments for confronting vulnerability —especially
involving critical infrastructure—, or dealing with risk
reduction. There is a general lack of information on the
possible impact of the mitigation and risk-reduction
measures that could be implemented.

Urban zoning laws and land-use regulations exist,
but there are no mechanisms for monitoring the extent
of compliance with such norms.

The progress achieved on the level of threat and
risk information must be extended from the macro scale
(national, regional) to a local one where the conditions

1 The methodologies and reports of the case studies can be found at
the project website, http:/fwww3.cepal.org.mx/iadb-eclac-project.
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that most greatly influence risk are to be found. While
the public receives information on natural threats and
how to respond in an emergency, little has been done
to date to provide the public about how to lower vul-
nerability in their own environment.

Institutional structure and

operational risk management

The number of disaster victims has tended to fall in a
sign of increasing efficiency in emergency preparation
and response even as losses have grown in magnitude
and costin an indication that the vulnerability of goods
has not been lowered and that sufficient risk transfer-
ence measures have yet to be adopted._

The analysis allows us to conclude that the ef-
ficiency of the management system depends more on
the extent of the country's political development and
the general efficiency of the government apparatus
than directly on the formal structure of the risk man-
agement system. Institutional weakness is related to
a lack of clarity about how shared responsibilities are
to be delineated between the various levels and agen-
cies of government, a lack of personnel training at
those agencies and institutions, and paucity of
coordination inter-sectorial and between the local
and national levels of government.

While disaster management responsibility is increas-
ingly being transferred to local governments, the efficacy
of such management varies and in some instances is
quite limited. Local governments and agencies generally
lack the economic, technical and structural resources
needed for an effective risk management.

On the level of financial management, govern-
ment calamity funds, when they exist, lack sufficient
resources for coping with the magnitude of the disasters
to which they are destined to respond, and they suffer
from unstable funding. In many instances funding is

largely limited to emergency response or the recon-
struction of public sector goods. Few countries assign
funding to prevention and mitigation activities, with
the exceptions of Mexico and Colombia constituting a
valuable experience that needs to be shared throughout
the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DECISION MAKERS

Generating and using information

It is necessary to generalise, cross-reference and uni-
form risk studies across sectors and government levels.
Both prevention and response measures must be based
on a correct risk identification and analysis. There is a
considerable lack of knowledge about how to design
such studies. In order to sustain progress in these areas
it is useful to define model terms of reference for local,
regional and national studies, as well as indicators for
validating study results.

Consultation and participation processes

We recommend establishing consultation mecha-
nisms between information generators and users in
order to define the basic information needs and the
manner in which it is to be used. These mechanisms
could be concretized through agreements on the in-
ter-connectivity of the information in various envi-
ronments, and by avoiding informational duplication
and incompatibility.

Vulnerability of critical infrastructure

The considerable disaster vulnerability of public goods
is to a large extent the result of weaknesses in infra-
structure maintenance and rehabilitation. It is necessary
to conduct disaster vulnerability studies and implant
rehabilitation programs with which to reduce risk to
critical infrastructure, especially hospitals.
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Institutional structure and risk management

The national experiences studied show the importance
of the risk-management system wielding institutional
might and weighing heavily in national policymaking.
Only in this way will risk management acquire the attri-
butes necessary to coordinate the actions of the sectors
involved and establish the mechanisms for the correct
application of and compliance with relevant norms. It is
also necessary to face up to the existing chronic deficit
of, and excessive turnover among personnel trained and
experienced in matters of risk management.

PROPOSAL OF ADDITIONAL STUDIES ON THIS TOPIC

e Standardization of information on risk and its
components.

¢ Improved methodology for risk and risk-man-
agement indicators.

¢ |mproved methodology for extreme-event sce-
narios.

e (Generation and distribution of techniques
for reducing vulnerability in low-resource
communities.

e (Cost-benefit studies that help to decide what
proportion of catastrophic risk to infrastructure
should be transferred to the insurance market
and what part should be assumed by the gov-
ernment.
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I DISASTER IMPACT ON REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND THE
= SCOPE OF THE ECLAC-IDB DISASTER MANAGEMENT PROJECT

Natural disasters in Latin America and the Caribbean
inflict human and economic losses on an enormous
scale. Estimates made by the Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) indicate
that in the past three decades more than 150 million
inhabitants of the region have been affected by disasters
that have led to the deaths of more than 108,000 people
and produced 12 million direct victims. The amount of
accumulated damage from just the largest disasters is
calculated at more than 50 billion 1998 dollars.

The extent to which the poor disproportionately suffer
devastation is evident in the direction of causality: because
one is poor, one isvulnerable. Statistics compiled by the
United Nations over the past 30 years show that the risk
of death from disasters is four times greater in poor coun-
triesthan itis in countries with high per capita income.?

The high number of victims and growing extent of
economic losses from natural disasters in the region
have led international development agencies, and most
of the institutions and specialists focused on disaster
prevention to encourage countries to shift their focus
from one centred on emergency response to one em-
phasizing prevention for reducing the consequences of
hazardous phenomena. A basic prerequisite for succeed-
ing with such an approach is to have widespread access

2 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies World
Disaster Reports, several years.
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to reliable information on the risks to which human
settlements are exposed, a country's socioeconomic
infrastructure, and the measures capable of reducing
the leading sources of vulnerability.

We have discovered that a dire obstacle to correct
disaster risk management is the lack of information on
risks and risk mitigation measures available to those
in charge of making decisions throughout the various
stages of the management process. In order to rectify
this weakness, the Inter-American Development Bank
(IDB) and the Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) have joined forces to con-
duct a project regarding a Information and Indicators
Programme for Disaster Risk Management. Project
Component 1, called the Disaster Management Infor-
mation Programme, was geared toward determining
information regarding risk and the methodologies for
analysing such data needed by risk-management deci-
sion makers at all levels of the management process.
Component 2, the Disaster Risk Management Indicators
Programme was aimed at defining a series of indica-
tors for gauging the principal factors that determine
a country's disaster risk. The results of this component
have been published in a general report and a series of
accompanying documents.’

3 http:/fidea.unalmzl.edu.co.
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