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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

OBJETIVE AND SCOPE OF THE PROGRAMME

There is a generalized opinion in Latin America and the
Caribbean that a major 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 conduct a project regarding an Information and
Indicators Programme for Disaster Risk Management. The
programme was geared toward determining what type
of information regarding risk and the methodologies for
analysing such data were needed by risk-management
decision makers, those producing the information and
the agencies that promote a quality approach to the
management process.

The project was based on case studies of five countries
seen as being representative of the various sub-regions
of Latin America and the Caribbean and that are exposed
to different hazards-Colombia, Chile, Jamaica, Mexico
and Nicaragua. The studies centred on evaluating a
country's risk-management situation as well as the
information available for such purposes.
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In order to establish a common basis from which
to conduct the case studies we prepared a Basic Meth-
odological Document which defines the analytical
framework for evaluating the quality, quantity and use
of information needed for suitable risk management. In
addition we prepared five Specific Methodologies for
obtaining the necessary information and evaluation of
management strategies.'

STUDY CONCLUSIONS

The production and use of information

Over the course of the past 15 years there has been
a notable improvement in the information available
regarding natural hazards, the monitoring of dangerous
natural phenomena-especially of a hydro-meteoro-
logical sort-and systems for alerting the public in the
countries we studied.

However, the information is not always available, or
is not employed when formulating policy to deal with,
and designing instruments to measure, vulnerability-es-
pecially on the level of critical infrastructure-, nor for
risk reduction. There is a general deficit of information
regarding the possible impact of the sort of mitigation
and risk-reduction measures that could be implemented.

1 The methodologies and reports on the case studies can be found on the
project's website: http://www3.cepal.org.mxfiadb—eclac—project.


http://www3.cepal.org.mx/iadb-eclac-project

While norms exist in terms of urban zoning and
land-use rules, there is a lack of follow-up and oversight
mechanisms for determining to what extent they are
being applied or respected.

The progress achieved in hazard and risk informa-
tion needs to be extended from the macro (national,
regional) plane to the local level, where the condi-
tions that most influence risk are to be found. While
the public receives information on how to prepare for
natural hazards and what to do during an emergency,
very little has been done to date to reduce vulnerability
in their environment.

Institutional structure and

disaster risk management

Generally speaking the number of those killed or injured
in disasters has tended to decline, but the same can-
not be said of the amount of damage and losses from
disasters, a dichotomy that suggests a lack of progress
in lowering the physical vulnerability of assets at risk
and of risk transfer mechanisms.

Responsibility for disaster risk management is in-
creasingly being transferred to local governments, but
the efficiency of that management varies greatly and is
often limited by a lack of the economic, technical, and
structural resources essential to an efficient management.

In the case of financial management, government
funds for calamities, if they exist at all, lack the resources
needed to attend to disasters of the magnitude that
they will have to confront, and they lack stable sources
of funding. In many instances, the funds deal primarily
with emergency response or the reconstruction of public
sector assets. Only a few countries allot funds for pre-
vention and mitigation measures. Among the few that
do, Mexico and Colombia should be seen as examples
to be shared with other countries of the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO RISK
MANAGEMENT DECISION MAKERS

Generation and use of information.

Risk studies should be generalized, transversalized and
uniformed between sectors and levels of government.
Both prevention and response measures should be based
on a correct identification and analysis of risk. There
is a great paucity of knowledge on how best to design
risk studies. In order to overcome these weaknesses it
is useful to begin by defining model reference terms for
local, regional and national studies as well as indicators
to be used to validate study results.

Consultation and participation processes.

It is advisable to establish mechanisms of consulta-
tion between those who use and those who produce
information so as to define basic informational needs
and how it should be applied. Such mechanisms may
be concretized through informational inter-connectiv-
ity agreements on various levels and in this way avoid
problems of duplication and incompatibility.

Vulnerability of critical infrastructure.

The considerable vulnerability of public buildings and
goods to disasters largely arises out of a lack of proper
maintenance and rehabilitation of infraestructura. It is
necessary to conduct disaster vulnerability studies and to
establish rehabilitation programmes as a way to reduce
risk to crtitical infrastructure, especially hospitals.

Institutional structure and risk management.

The national experiences observed in our studies under-
score the importance of granting the risk management
system significant institutional weight and ranking
risk management high among national priorities. Only
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in this way will it wield the attributions necessary for
coordinating the actios of the sectors involved and
establish the mechanisms for concretizing the appli-
cation and observance of norms. On the other hand,
it is necessary to deal with the problem of a lack of
committed personnel that are highly skilled in matters
of risk management and the accelerated attrition or
turnover of such professionals.

PROPOSAL FOR ADDITIONAL STUDIES
ON THIS SUBJECT

e Standardize risk information and its compo-
nents.

® |Improve the methodology for risk and risk-
management indicators.

* |mprove the methodology for extreme event
scenarios.

® Produce and make widely known vulnerability
reduction techniques for low-resource com-
munities.

e (Conduct cost-benefit studies that help to de-
cide which part of catastrophic infrastructure
risk should be transferred to the insurance
market and which should be assumed by the
government.
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I DISASTER IMPACT ON REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT
|

AND DISASTER MANAGEMENT

1. RISK AND DEVELOPMENT

Disaster impact is clearly a developmental issue. First,
because natural phenomena tend to produce more severe
consequences in economically weak countries than in
industrialized ones. Second, because a number of fac-
tors related to low levels of development amplify those
consequences. Third, the impact of natural phenomena
on long term developmental possibilities is significantly
greater in less developed countries.’

Global statistics show that disasters cause greater
and sometimes irreversible social damage in developing
countries as their effects are concentrated and more
pronounced among the poorest and most vulnerable
population groups. It was no accident that 95% of
disaster-related deathsin 1998 occurred in developing
countries. Disasters tend to inflict losses that greatly set
back efforts to improve living conditions in developing
countries among other reasons because of having to divert
resources to rehabilitation and reconstruction, or to pay
off foreign currency debts assumed for such purposes.®

In the past 20 years disaster risk management has
assumed ever greater prominence in the policy agendas
of both governments and the leading international bod-

2 "Desastres, un tema de desarrollo: La reduccion de la vulnerabilidad
frente a los desastres”, CEPAL-México, March 2000.

3 IDB/ECLAC Project, Basic Methodological Document, 2007.
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ies. The problem has become particularly critical en the
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, most of
which have been severely affected by disasters owing
to their exposure to a wide array of natural phenom-
ena and extreme vulnerability arising out of physical,
economic and social factors.

Evidence suggests that disasters have contributed
to raising poverty and inequality levels in the region.
This is because such phenomena tend to have a dispro-
portionately greater impact on the poorest members of
society as they are the ones least capable of properly
responding to contingencies that destroy their posses-
sions and drastically reduce theirincomes. The persistence
of high poverty indicators has forced many people to
settle in geographically unstable environments, thereby
heightening disaster risk to natural phenomena and the
ensuing environmental and ecological disasters.

The extent to which the poor disproportionately suffer
devastation isevident in the direction of causality: because
one is poor, one is vulnerable. 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-
triesthanitisin countries with high per capita income.*

The accelerated urbanization arising out of grow-
ing demographic pressures in rural areas has increased

4 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies,
“World Disaster Reports”, several years.


























































































































































































































































































