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Minister,

Your excellencies/ladies and gentlemen, dear colleagues,

Good morning. It is my honor to present this keynote address here today. Let me first take this opportunity to express my appreciation to the All-China Women’s Federation for co-organizing this very important event together with us in the United Nations at the Secretariat for the International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction. My appreciation also goes to the Ministry of Civil Affairs for its invaluable role in advancing disaster risk reduction in China and in Asia.  

I want to begin by offering my sympathy and condolences to those who lost their loved ones in the earthquake in Wenchung on 12 May 2008. Regrettably, such disasters –large scale or hitting local communities in silence, make  the headlines almost every day around the world. We – in both national and international society, express sympathy and condolences to those who have lost their beloved ones,  and we jointly provide relief and recovery support to the affected countries and communities, within the means we have available. 

This standard reactive practice that has been repeated over and over again around the world for decades. The result is costly and discouraging. We are responding with increasing frequency and at, what seems like , increasing costs. We see today a the sharp rise of disasters and their impact. In 2008, 321 disasters were recorded.(EM-DAT) These disasters killed an estimated 236,000 people and affected 211 million more. The total economic cost was estimated at over US$ 180 billion. This is twice the annual average annual economic losses ($81bn) estimated for the period 2000-2007. 

Last year and every year, these disasters affected men and women quite differently. Women and girls are more vulnerable to the impact of disasters due to existing  cultural and socio-economic practices that perpetuate serious gender inequality in many part of the world. We give attention to this in the midst of the relief operation: and we ask questions then. We know, for example, that in  the 1991 Bangladesh cyclone, women were the majority of the 140,000 people who lost their lives. Women were less likely to reach a concrete or brick structure in time.  Far more women than men died in the 2004 tsunami disasters as well. That morning more women than men were at home. What has since been done to ensure that these experiences will not be repeated?
It is now clear that climate change is already making the current disaster situation worse and will continue to affect the social and economic capacity of communities and countries.  Intensifying, more frequent and more unpredictable natural hazards, leading to more devastation, costing more lives, and costs. 80%- 90 % of all disasters are related with climate hazards – droughts, floods or storms.To address the impact of  climate change and global warning through urgent and concrete attention to adaptation is becoming ever more pressing. Disaster risk reduction is a very powerful tool for accomplishing this task. Risk reduction is a tried and tested method and tool since more than 30 years. It reduces risk and as adaption as implemented it will also reduce risk.

 To protect our people, social network, economic development and our planet, we must not do business as usual. I am making this appeal to all of us - our leaders, politicians and colleagues in both development and humanitarian fields, no matter what we do and who we are, we need  fundamental changes in the way we use our land, the way we build private – and especially public – infrastructure, and the ways in which we undertake socio-economic development, in order to stop the increasing impact of  disasters ensure that countries and people can safeguard their development gains and continue their development. This however, requires that we view this strategy as in essence, a development strategy.

Your excellencies/ladies and gentlemen   

Curbing the increase in disasters and their impact is challenging in itself. To aim to mainstream gender perspectives in disaster risk reduction adds to the challenge but also I believe improves the opportunities for rapid and accelerated progress. Currently progress in both areas is far too slow to address the high risk scenarios we are discussing here today.  Combining action for increasing gender equality with increasing disaster risk reduction is efficient. With  our determination, we can achieve gender-sensitive disaster risk reduction through a combination of action in the political, technical, social, developmental and humanitarian spheres.

Our understanding of the issues of disaster risk reduction, gender equality, policy-making, poverty reduction, climate change and community resilience have gone through progressive changes in recent decades. I would like to share some of my concerns about these issues that we will discuss and elaborate at this conference in the next two and a half days. 

Disasters have been historically considered as an act of God, and nothing can prevent `natural’ disasters. Our national and international efforts on disasters in 70s and 80s have been responsive and reactive – waiting for disasters, and then providing disaster response and relief. The community began to reach out with the message that it does not have to be like that. Disaster risk reduction began having an impact on the international agenda, with an improved understanding that floods, earthquake and storms are hazards ,natural phenomena and become disasters because of vulnerabilities of our societies. Where we live, how we live, how we manage our land, our urban planning all impact our exposure and vulnerability to hazards. Put simply, an earthquake does not kill people. It is the poorly constructed buildings that kill. 

Our understanding of gender issues has similarly  gone through a process of  change. From largely  regarded as women’s issues and being mostly efforts and initiatives at local, national and international levels focused on the empowerment of women. Gender issues have been misunderstood and simplified as women’s issues and a women-centered approach was widely used to promote gender equality. This approach has in many cases contributed to the further isolation of women from mainstream socio-economic development. 

Gender, as we all now accept, is a cross-cutting issue which requires multi-stakeholder and multi-sector cooperation and collaboration. Establishing sole gender desks and focal points lets organizations or governments as a whole off the hook. And often, the focal points chosen have very limited authority or influence. They can also become isolated by their own expertise in women-centered work. Perceptions that their area is ‘just women’s issues’ can marginalize them, when institutions still have not understood that women’s issues are ultimately everyone’s issues. This situation explains why gender perspectives have not yet been adequately addressed in disaster risk reduction processes – from legislation to policies and from policies to programmes.

I can assure you that there are many similarities in the way we experience the challenges of reaching out about disaster risk reduction!

The world has seen a paradigm shift from the sole, women-centred approach, towards comprehensive societal gender analysis in the 1990s.  This, of course places the primary emphasis on the overlooked experiences of women, but also provides a more thorough perspective that can be mainstreamed into overall programmes and practices, due to its emphasis on the different gendered realities and experiences of the whole community - women and men, girls and boys.

Governments agreed at the United Nations Economic and Social Commission in 1997 that what is needed “is a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.”  To this end, we need to gear up our efforts to make sure gender analysis is used in every step on disaster risk reduction.

Our social and economic vulnerability to disasters is enhanced by: population growth, fast urbanization, environment degradation, poverty, or planning, gender inequality and climate change. Countries have made legislation, policies and strategies to address these issues, but few have ‘cross‑examined’ them. Instead, one is in treated in isolation from the others. For example, many policies related to gender equality have not taken disaster risk reduction and climate change into consideration and vice versa, few climate change and disaster risk reduction policies take gender perspectives into account. It would be much more efficient to address these issues in concert, together, at their points of intersection. If, for example, women are less likely to survive a particular type of disaster in your community, then examining and addressing why this is so will be a more effective response to both disaster risk reduction and gender inequality.

Poor countries and poor people in rich countries are more vulnerable to the impact of disasters and climate change.  They often have to settle down in disaster prone areas, as these are the only lands they can afford to access. The poor have hardly any capability or resources to address disaster risks even if they are aware of them, as their income is hardly enough for daily life  and they have little capital. Over 94% of people killed by disasters from 1975 to 2000 were low‑income or lower-middle income. The same applies to least developed countries compared to their developed counterparts; more than half of the 49 less developed countries face high levels of risk of disasters and climate change. What is more, disasters can easily  wipe out poverty reduction gains and push more people back into deep poverty. Today we have good knowledge about the vulnerabilities of countries and regions. We know about their capacities – we must focus on supporting those most exposed and vulnerable with least capacity from an economic and social perspective.

This is a critical point: Protecting development gains from disasters is an investment that yields a much greater return than the investments needed to develop in the first place. A fishing village which is repeatedly destroyed by cyclones is unlikely to make much development progress. Villages that find their houses and animals destroyed by repeated floods, are unlikely to build any assets for growth.

As already mentioned, climate change risk adds urgency to our task. The global strategy to curb the effects of climate change combines efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to adapt to the impact of climate change. Adaptation aims to reduce people’s vulnerability and build resilience to the impact of climate change. 

Global warning will put hundreds of millions of people at increased risk of intensive flooding, droughts, heat waves and storms. To reduce the threats posed by climate-related disasters, Governments need to take the lead in policy and lead in practical action. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel.. Disaster risk reduction should be used as a basic tool for climate change adaptation. They both focus on reducing people’s risks and vulnerability to disasters and build disaster resilience societies in order to achieve sustainable development.

At an international and national policy level, the Hyogo Framework for Action adopted by governments at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction is a ready instrument for the task. The Hyogo Framework aims to build the resilience of nations and communities to disasters and provides comprehensive guidance to reduce disaster risks, including strengthening public infrastructure, improving land use and planning, water resource management, better drought management, effective early warning systems, strengthening coastal facilities, building residences that are able to withstand disasters – climate‑related or non‑climate related (such as earthquakes) – alike. 
Your excellencies/ladies and gentlemen,
When the number of disaster resilient communities increase, it is possible for us to build nations resilience to disasters. It is doable and achievable. Many examples from  around the world demonstrate that leadership, courage and commitment to address the root causes of the disasters achieve results. Disaster risk reduction is based on a philosophy of prevention, not reaction. Its bottom line is the need to reduce people’s vulnerabilities to natural hazards, whether through better community preparedness and early warning, through more public awareness and political engagement, or through more risk-sensitive development, like what to grow or build, where and how.  The way we build, organize and manage our communities, cities and economies, can make the difference between catastrophe, and weathering the storm. We need scaled up disaster prevention, to cope with the changes already happening and which are predicted to get worse.  The role of women in these preventive efforts, is central – we need your  leadership at all levels to make decision-making truly need-responsive and participatory. 

Your excellencies/ladies and gentlemen,

The issues of gender equality, disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation, poverty reduction and community resilience and disaster response  are closely interlinked and in one manner the same – aimed at safeguarding development gains and ensuring the wealth growth of today’s poorer countries and communities. These interlinked  issues will  determine if we can or cannot achieve the millennium development goals. Only by dealing with these issues in a joined up and integrated manner will we together  build  more disaster resilient societies by 2015 – a strong commitment made by Governments in 2005 –  and be able to reach our development goals and protect the gains.

Progress on these issues has been slow, inconsistent, and dependent on dedicated, passionate individuals and leaders. We need strong leadership, but we need also need strong institutions, which has to be based on multi-stakeholder and multi-level cooperation and collaboration. We must start walking the talk in our own organizations.  We must put our houses in order, so that everyone, from top to bottom, can view their work from a critical gender perspective. Our goal needs to be to combine common efforts to promote gender equality, disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation and poverty reduction into a part of our daily life and institutional work, in every sphere.

I am looking forward to your leadership in this joint cause. I wish this conference every success, and I will make sure that your results here are shared at the forthcoming Global Platform for disaster risk reduction, to be held in Geneva in June 2009.

Thank you.       

