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Honorable Minister

Distinguished representatives of the Ugandan Government, 
Disaster Managers from the international community, Uganda Red Cross, national Meteorological and Seismological services, private sector and donor community, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
As the Acting Humanitarian Coordinator, please allow me to welcome you here today to this workshop on Emergency Preparedness. I trust that, over the next two days, we will have a fruitful discussion and make significant progress towards improving Uganda’s disaster preparedness. 
As you are aware, the international community recognizes emergency preparedness as one of the most essential aspects of improving overall humanitarian response within and across countries, regions and the world. Local and national emergency-management officials and specialized humanitarian agencies save lives and constitute the front line of defence of humanitarian principles in times of disaster or emergency by working with affected communities, from which the first wave of responders is always drawn. 

We value our partnership with the Government of Uganda and are committed to build upon it, through meetings such as this and, more importantly yet, through our ongoing practical cooperation and daily contacts. 

[Global and Regional Context – note, title in brackets not to be read aloud]
We meet now as disasters continue to hit Africa: to date, 2008 has witnessed violent storms, such as the one that hit Bandundu, DRC; flooding across southern Africa; shipwrecks on Lake Lusibashi [Zambia] and Lake Tanganyika; cyclones Ivan and Fame, which hit Madagascar; and, closer to home, a major earthquake that caused extensive damage in Rwanda and eastern DRC, and was also felt in parts of Uganda.  In 2007, Uganda itself was threatened by serious potential and actual disasters, including outbreaks of epidemic disease such as the Ebola and Marburg fevers, meningitis and the devastating floods that impacted the already vulnerable Teso sub-region.
Indeed, empirical evidence shows that recent decades have seen a higher rate of extreme disaster events around the world, epitomized, of course, by the mega-disaster of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. Globally over the past decade, approximately 240 million people have been affected by disasters each year, with the annual economic costs of these disasters have growing to about US$ 85 billion each year.
 
Of course, war and poverty continue to spread human suffering, while new threats such as mass terrorism and pandemics loom large. Nonetheless, the increasing destructiveness of natural phenomena has grown disproportionately. The rapid-onset nature of such emergencies requires that individual states and the wider international humanitarian system be ready to act quickly, predictably, and with adequate capacity and resources when disaster strikes.
Today, one of the great concerns as we look at our preparedness for adequate response in the coming years is that ever larger population centers and population growth are spreading across the most vulnerable areas such as low-lying land, arid land and earthquake zones. The incidence and severity of disasters associated with natural hazards are likely to increase under the effects of climate change, population growth, urbanization, desertification, and environmental degradation.  This scenario requires us to fundamentally review and upgrade our preparedness in light of prospective threats.
Not all the news is bad in terms of historical trends. Despite the increased frequency and destructiveness of disasters, their death toll has actually gone down. In the past decade, fewer than one million people died in natural disasters worldwide. This is a large number, but only one third the number killed across the same period just 40 years ago. It is a tribute to the development of early warning systems and other preparedness efforts taken in individual countries and at the regional and international levels. 
What we need to take away from this is that mitigation and response-preparedness can reduce the impact of a disaster. Yet, no amount of preparedness can prevent a natural hazard-induced disaster. Thus, much of our work must remain focused on better preparedness for better response and consistent measures to reduce the risk of disaster impact.
[Existing Regional and International Cooperation]
We do have a solid foundation of regional and international cooperation in emergency management upon which we can build. 
The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 today serves as a roadmap agreed by governments, the UN, and expert organizations. By following that roadmap, we can achieve an even more substantial reduction of disaster losses: both in terms of lives and social, economic, and environmental assets. The wider humanitarian community remains fully committed to support programming aimed at strengthening the capacity of Member States as spelled out in the Hyogo Framework.
[The Humanitarian System in Disaster Response]
The humanitarian community’s added value in disaster response comes from years of shared experience, culminating in agreed upon response standards, procedures, funding mechanisms and programming best practices.

The global humanitarian system, with its technical mandates as well as its accumulated experience, is rapidly growing its awareness and focus on disasters and their impacts as a distinct threat for the coming decades. Recognizing that dealing with the consequences of climate change and global warming are a shared challenge, we constantly working to better focus the emphasis of our work as disaster managers.
Within the UN system, the UN General Assembly has given the Emergency Relief Coordinator the responsibility for coordinating all international response to disasters.  In Uganda, the Humanitarian Coordinator is his representative. Based on this mandate, we have drawn together local and national government representatives, international and national non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations and members of the private sector, the Red Cross Movement and donor countries, among other responders, to devise a national disaster preparedness plan. 
As the institutional support for the Emergency Relief Coordinator, and his representatives, the Humanitarian Coordinators, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) facilitates coordinated preparedness and response through various international mechanisms and its work at the country level. 
Two of the most notable international mechanisms are the UNDAC (UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination team) system for rapid coordination of first response, and INSARAG (International Search and Rescue Advisory Group) for response to earthquakes and collapsed structures.   UNDAC, for example, recently responded to the earthquake in Rwanda and DRC.

The UNDAC system has strong Asian and Latin America wings, but has only limited African active members – something we hope to help improve by assisting Uganda to benefit from UNDAC technical preparedness missions and the training of key Ugandan emergency response personnel in UNDAC response protocols.
On an inter-agency basis, the humanitarian community is focusing on developing better joint planning that concentrates on offering support to countries at high risk for disasters as a first priority, to strengthen their preparedness for response. This is what we are hoping to achieve over the next two days in this forum.

[What are the Coming Challenges and Gaps to Fill?]
Returning to the practical questions of preparedness and emergency response in terms of the agenda of this meeting, I ask you to consider: What are some of the new challenges for disaster response in the 21st century?

One of the first is to address the greater vulnerability of urban populations to disasters. More and more people around the world live in an urban setting, and many urban centres are in earthquake zones or low-lying areas vulnerable to flooding. Risk management in built-up areas is an especially complex endeavour and I encourage those who can speak more authoritatively about the complexities than myself to participate actively in the coming days’ discussions.
Earlier, I mentioned climate change. The scenarios of rising sea levels, greater storms, and drought are built from complicated models of cause and effect. The causes are inextricably linked to human activity:  where and how we live, how we treat our environment, and ultimately whether human settlements are able to adapt quickly. These are essential questions to be addressed by development actors, but in our business of emergency preparedness and response, on the other hand, we must concern ourselves most with the effects. We cannot meet these major challenges in the future without creating more predictability in our ability to plan for and be prepared for responding to disasters. 
Because of this, we encourage the Ugandan government to continue to make the necessary investments in national disaster management authorities, with the resources and authority vested by the highest authority of the country, as a reflection of how important this preparedness is for every country and its people. The costs in financial and social terms will no doubt keep increasing. Only better national and international preparedness will alleviate some of this tension. 
The humanitarian community is always looking to improve our support to emergency-management capacity building at the national and local levels. We need to be careful to focus on strengthening institutions and turning best practices into Standard Operating Procedures. We are also dedicated to assisting in the training and retention of emergency managers. 
Finally, we will continue to work together to design and carry out response preparedness exercises in disaster-prone areas between disasters. This is essential to improve coordination and to maintaining readiness for an efficient collective response. 

[Conclusion]
My main message today is that, collectively, we must continue to cooperate to better understand disaster risk and improve our collective emergency-response capacity to meet increasing needs in a well-coordinated fashion. We must rapidly address gaps and duplication in capacity at the national and local levels.  The humanitarian community will keep gearing up to do our part, but equally important in this effort is the reinforcement of local, regional and national emergency management capacities and practice. 

We must draw on all available capacity and competence to achieve a significant leap in response capacity. This means also working with the private and corporate sector. Together, we can form a strong, well planned chain of disaster response capacity, located in reasonable proximity of the increasing numbers of countries and communities that are vulnerable to the impact of disasters and hazards.
Over the next two days, you will be sharing information and analysis about disaster risk in Uganda and discussing your priorities for emergency preparedness. I am very much looking forward to the results these discussions, in particular regarding areas where we can assist in further strengthening the systems for disaster response. 
I wish you all success in your meeting, and I look forward to our continued and deeper collaboration.
� All figures quoted are derived from the OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database, EM-DAT.
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