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Introduction
Not all natural hazard events, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, floods, drought, landslides and volcanic eruptions, result in disasters.  Yet many such events, particularly the more sever ones, do result in the issuance of an international appeal on the part of one or more countries for international assistance in the emergency situation that results from the event.  Each year one or more OAS member states may elect to declare a disaster.  Generally the affected country issues its appeal for international assistance and contacts the General Secretariat of the OAS for assistance, noting the emergency situation and the impact on citizens, their economic and social infrastructure, and on government and governance.

Natural disasters directly affect OAS member states' security.  They impact the health, safety and welfare of citizens; the presence, continuity and effectiveness of governance; the quality, quantity and accessibility of natural resources, and the provision, efficiency, competitiveness of economic and social products and services.  The impact of natural disasters directly affect these elements of society and are directly related to the three principal actions to support hemispheric progress defined through the Summit Process of the Americas: strengthening democracy, free trade and sustainable development.

And while the impact of disaster events has repeatedly drawn the attention of the countries to security issues, there is a growing recognition that the underlying vulnerability of populations and their economic and social infrastructure is at the center of the disaster management issue.  This recognition includes pronouncements and policy statements by international specialized agencies, and development assistance and finance institutions at the end of the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction at the end of the past decade.  Moreover, the focus on vulnerability, along with humanitarian assistance, has been identified and discussed as development policy and practice issues since the mid-1980s at the OAS through resolutions dealing with development and environment, and in development assistance activities involving the OAS, the member states, and various research and training groups in the Americas.

Efforts are being made to increase the capacity of member states to address emergency situations so that they need not issue an international appeal for assistance.  These efforts are part of the activities of the Inter-American Committee for Natural Disaster Reduction (IACNDR) through its various mandates.

A disaster declaration is a manifestation that the country must depend on outside assistance to manage the situation.  It is hoped that in the future no member state will need to declare a disaster, but rather use its resources, and those of international community, towards development goals.  To do so populations and their infrastructure must be made less vulnerable.  Where and when possible natural hazard events must be modified and dangerous areas must be avoided.  Vulnerability reduction to natural hazard events is also the focus of activities undertaken by the IACNDR.

Sometime in the early 1990s the total accumulated economic losses due to natural disasters in Latin America and the Caribbean since 1960 surpassed the total accumulated non-reimbursable international development assistance to the same area for the same period.  History demonstrates that less than 20% of the affected country's requested rehabilitation and reconstruction assistance is covered by the international community.  Securing progress and prosperity, then, for a nation's development is severely impacted by experiencing the unresolved vulnerability issues when natural hazards strike.

Recommendations and Prominent Points for Manifesting Natural Disaster Reduction and Security Issues

There are six areas of note for manifesting issues related to natural disaster reduction and security issues.  In each of the six areas there is a recommended action dealing with natural disaster reduction related to hemispheric security.

1. Disaster reduction and the role of decentralized government and civil society:  The strengthening of democracy has been closely identified with decentralized government practices and the participation of civil society.  These two elements are also identified with the evolving change in focus from disaster response to vulnerability reduction to natural hazards.  Bilateral and international disaster management programs increasingly seek direct community involvement in all aspects of prevention, mitigation, preparedness, response, rehabilitation and reconstruction.   Since 1983 the General Secretariat has worked directly pubic and private sector actors in the economic and social sectors at the local level to incorporate vulnerability reduction into development planning, finance and implementation.

Recommendation:  Each member state should be encouraged to use sector forums and the IACNDR to inform as to progress on vulnerability reduction of economic and social infrastructure to natural disasters, and this information should be included in periodic reports on hemispheric security. 

2. The channeling of international assistance to support disaster rehabilitation and reconstruction:  Another aspect of strengthening democracy relates to good governance, and the availability of responsible public sector institutions at all levels and for the differing tasks of disaster rehabilitation and reconstruction.  Countries declaring disasters are likely to experience increased assistance in a more timely fashion when the government offers transparent, visible and accountable initiatives for lessening the vulnerability of economic and social infrastructure to natural hazards as part of rehabilitation and reconstruction activities.  The OAS General Secretariat has assisted member states in formulating and implementing international post-disaster assistance programs, and has proposed the creation of an international high level technical consultation group by sector that could facilitate affected countries meeting international disaster reconstruction project criteria.

Recommendation:  Through the auspices of the IACNDR and coordinated by the General Secretariat, a Technical Advisory Group (TAG) of internationally recognized and recruited hemispheric experts from various disciplines and sectors would be made available upon request by an impacted OAS member state following a natural disaster to advise government and international donor agencies alike on technical criteria for rehabilitation and reconstruction.  The cost of such a service could be underwritten by the donor agencies that would benefit from countries and donors agreeing in a timely fashion to a shared set of criteria.

3. The role of military institutions in disaster reduction:  As the shift in focus from disaster response to vulnerability reduction to natural hazards unfolds, the structure and function of those institutions responsible for addressing not only humanitarian assistance and pubic order needs, but also the lessening of damage and destruction to existing economic and social infrastructure must be examined.  The latter task goes to the heart of development models and practices, and thus must be undertaken by those responsible for development.  The General Secretariat collaborates through the IACNDR and sector technical forums with civil and military institutions to discuss vulnerability reduction policies and program implementation.

Recommendation:  In concert with policy and programs covering the role of the military in other facets of hemispheric security, each member state should prepare a description of the structure and function of its military institutions in reducing the vulnerability of its own assets as well as those of the community to natural hazards.

4. The role of risk reduction in development planning and implementation:  Securing prosperity for a nation involves lessening risk to the impact of natural hazard events, which will surely occur.  For the most advanced economies and for the most economically well off, managing the financial risk posed by natural hazard vulnerability is practiced widely in the hemisphere, and new instruments are being created to reduce the likelihood of financial loss, regardless of the economic or physical risk.  For most governments in the hemisphere, economic risk management is a complex, expensive and evolving practice.  The public sector owns and/or operates much of the basic infrastructure so vital to the country's development, and upon which a great portion of the population, particularly the poor, are dependent.  But when schools, water and energy systems and health facilities, and road, port, and telecommunication infrastructure are damaged or destroyed, the risk of significant and continuing losses to those dependent on these public services is high.  The uncompensated secondary and indirect losses, the economic risk, to those least able to burden such costs, threaten the development gains and stability of the society in a post disaster environment.  And for most of the poor, physical risk including the risk posed by natural hazard events, is a daily fact of life.  Managing the physical risk of suffering direct damage and destruction of one's home or other infrastructure is often left as an option dependent on resources that are not available, and it is not tied to financial or economic risk management parameters.  The General Secretariat is partnering with other international institutions to look at the relationship of lessening economic and physical risk, and its relationship to financial risk management.

In addition, programs sponsored by a variety of international agencies and private sector institutions are focusing on the preparation of vulnerability indexes to evaluate pre- and post-disaster risk management and disaster reduction efforts on the part of countries and sectors.  The General Secretariat is collaborating with these agencies and institutions in order to understand and inform the member states on the structure, function and use of these emerging indexes.

Recommendation:  The IACNDR should program two hemispheric workshops, the first on national level management of risk to catastrophic natural hazard events, focusing on the complementary and divergent aspects of existing and proposed risk management schemes dealing with financial, economic and physical risk.  The second workshop should consider existing and emerging international vulnerability indexing schemes by international organizations and the private sector, their structure, application and impact on national development plans and risk management issues.

5. The vulnerability reduction of trade corridor infrastructure:  Trade corridors, which link basic production with transformation and elaboration to access to markets, are a most prominent manifestation of the three principal actions to support development progress in the Americas.  They reveal the presence and the potential of democratic societies utilizing their natural resources on a sustainable basis to compete in an efficient and secure manner in regional, hemispheric and global markets.  Increasingly, the successful functioning of a trade corridor involves two or more member states, thus highlighting interdependency, and revealing the problems faced if segments of the corridor are vulnerable to natural hazards.  Destruction of agricultural irrigation systems, energy transmission lines and ports threaten not only development, but also compliance with international obligations and guarantees.  The General Secretariat is assisting member states to learn more about the vulnerability of their trade corridor infrastructure as part of their preparation for expanded regional and hemispheric markets.

Recommendation:  IACNDR with support from the relevant units in the General Secretariat should coordinate a consultative process with member states, international development finance and sector associations to prepare an overview of trade corridor infrastructure vulnerability and propose policies for vulnerability reduction to promote security, efficiency and competitiveness of the member states.

6. The impossibility of sustainable development in conditions of vulnerability: Sustainable use of natural resources to meet development goals is essential to member states.  Yet vulnerability to natural hazards created through development actions threatens proper resource management in many countries, and may degrade the resource base upon which development options are based.  In addition wetlands, reefs, mangroves, flood plains, and marshes, which are among the naturally occurring natural hazard mitigation elements in ecosystems, are often destroyed, damaged or endangered to a point where they no longer contribute to natural hazard vulnerability reduction.  The General Secretariat is assisting member states, particularly those where coastal resources are important, to address vulnerability to natural hazard issues and to cope with climate variability.

Recommendation:  The IACNDR, supported by relevant units in the General Secretariat and in concert with studies dealing with sustainable development and security, should prepare a working paper on sector progress in developing and maintaining sustainable economic and social infrastructure networks resilient to natural hazard events.

In summary, present day policies and programs of the international humanitarian assistance and development finance institutions stand ready to assist countries in addressing vulnerability reduction and emergency response needs, thereby directly contributing to security.  But these entities do not accept technical responsibility for the decisions made by the public and private sectors regarding the resilience economic and social infrastructure to natural hazard events.  The countries themselves have to bear the burden of repairing, replacing and reconstructing infrastructure when it is damaged or destroyed.  There is increasing interest at the national and international level to reduce disaster reduction in a cooperative manner, a key to greater hemispheric security.
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