DISASTER PREPAREDNESS, A KEY COMPONENT OF DISASTER RISK REDUCTION

What is Disaster Preparedness? Refers to the capacities and knowledge developed by governments, professional response organisations, communities and individuals to anticipate and respond effectively to the impact of likely, imminent or current hazard events or conditions
. These include the development of an overall preparedness strategy, policy, institutional structure, warning and forecasting capabilities, and plans that define measures geared to helping at-risk communities safeguard their lives and assets by being alert to hazards and taking appropriate action in the face of an imminent threat or an actual disaster.
Preparedness action is carried out within the context of disaster risk management and should be based on a sound analysis of disaster risks and be well linked to early warning systems. It includes contingency planning, stockpiling of equipment and supplies, emergency services and stand-by arrangements, communications, information management and coordination arrangements, personnel training, community drills and exercises, and public education. It must be supported by formal institutional, legal and budgetary capacities
.

Capacity development is a key component of strengthening community-level preparedness. All levels of the preparedness and response system require skilled people in disaster management with a clear understanding of their role within that system. This capacity development should not only include community members, but should create Holistic Approaches and Preparedness dialogue and learning between all actors that form part of the disaster management system. This would generally include relevant government agencies; community-based and grassroots organisations; schools; universities; informal education sector; media, technical agencies with specialized knowledge of hazards; international, national, and local disaster management agencies; regional disaster management agencies; international and UN agencies.
Experience has shown that a critical feature of an effective disaster preparedness capability is the extent to which different actors and entities operate in a coordinated and timely manner by avoiding gaps, duplication of effort, and parallel structures. Skilful coordination among the wide range of potential stakeholders that may provide assistance during an emergency (such as the military, NGOs, utility companies and private sector entities) is critical to avoid confusion and to facilitate an effective response. Ensuring a clear central focal point and location for coordination, such as an emergency Operations Centre is also essential.

Effective preparedness requires close coordination and information exchange among active organisations, including internally (within their own Ministries or Departments) and externally (with other stakeholders). It is also important to ensure vertical coordination between the regional, national and local level. An effective coordination system will promote two-way information flow and actual dialogue rather than just information sharing between different components of the system.

Disaster Preparedness and the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA)
In Priority Five; strengthening disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels, the HFA highlights the essential role that disaster preparedness can play in saving lives and livelihoods particularly when integrated into an overall disaster risk reduction approach. Strengthened preparedness for hazard events is mainly concerned with two objectives: (i) increasing capacity to predict, monitor and be prepared to reduce damage or address potential threats and (ii) strengthening preparedness to respond in an emergency and to assist those who have been adversely affected.

The HFA stresses the need for a holistic approach to DRR that can link international, regional, national and community level initiatives. Communities themselves are not only usually the first responders to disasters but are also central actors in reducing risk. Therefore one of the key tasks of a national preparedness capability is to strengthen and enhance this capacity at the community level (including resource capacity), and to make sure that this capacity is reflected in national level planning processes. 

Priority 5 of the HFA specifically focuses on the strengthening disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels. Implementing Priority 5 requires a common understanding of what constitutes an effective disaster preparedness system - including an understanding of disaster risk factors. The HFA specifically underlines a few key activities that should be undertaken in view of strengthening disaster preparedness at all levels. These are:

· Strengthen policy, technical and institutional capacities in regional, national and local disaster management, including those related to technology, training, and human and material resources. 

· Promote and support dialogue, exchange of information and coordination among early warning, disaster risk reduction, disaster response, development and other relevant agencies and institutions at all levels, with the aim of fostering a holistic approach towards disaster risk reduction. 

· Strengthen and when necessary develop coordinated regional approaches, and create or upgrade regional policies, operational mechanisms, plans and communication systems to prepare for and ensure rapid and effective disaster response in situations that exceed national coping capacities. 

· Prepare or review and periodically update disaster preparedness and contingency plans and policies at all levels, with a particular focus on the most vulnerable areas and groups. Promote regular disaster preparedness exercises, including evacuation drills, with a view to ensuring rapid and effective disaster response and access to essential food and non-food relief supplies, as appropriate, to local needs. 

· Promote the establishment of emergency funds, where and as appropriate, to support response, recovery and preparedness measures. 

· Develop specific mechanisms to engage the active participation and ownership of relevant stakeholders, including communities, in disaster risk reduction, in particular building on the spirit of volunteerism. 

For more information, please contact: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA), Plot 48, Malcolm X Avenue- Kololo, P.O Box 7184, Kampala,Tel: 0312244800
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