Supporting National level Disaster Risk Reduction in Colombia

1. Introduction: The Natural Disaster Vulnerability Reduction Project

Building capacity for disaster prevention.  In 1998, the Colombian government ratified a new version of the National Plan for Disaster Prevention and Response.  This plan shifted the focus of disaster management from emergency response to disaster prevention, through a comprehensive disaster risk management strategy.  The strategy is based on four lines of action: (i) risk identification, (ii) risk reduction, (iii) institutional development, and (iv) risk awareness.

In 2001, the government introduced a key measure to further support the risk reduction aspect of the national plan for disaster management. Recognizing the full impact and high cost of major disasters, the authorities have begun to encourage investment in disaster mitigation.  A new line item investment category, disaster prevention and response, was added to the national government’s annual budgeted process.  With this investment line, municipalities can now elect to spend budgetary transfers on disaster prevention and response.  At the close of his government, Pastrana (1998 – 2002) raised disaster vulnerability reduction to the level of national development priority for the first time.  In doing so, he stipulated its inclusion in the national development plan.

A five point strategy for comprehensive disaster risk management. Under the presidency of Alvaro Uribe (2002 - today), the government ratified the position of the earlier national policy statement. President Uribe assigned the responsibility for monitoring municipalities for disaster risk and risk reduction to the Ministry of Environment, Housing and Territorial Planning.  To assist the Ministry carry out this new responsibility, the government requested World Bank support for a program addressing the fiscal vulnerability of the state to natural disasters.  The details of the program, articulated in a national policy statement of November 2004, identify a 10 year program to reduce disaster vulnerability at the national level and in key municipalities.  At the time of announcement, the program added a fifth strategic line of action to the original plan – reduction of the financial vulnerability of the state to disasters.
The Natural Disaster Vulnerability Reduction Project. 
The World Bank financed Project represents the first stage of activities to reduce the fiscal vulnerability of the State to natural disasters, by strengthening national and local disaster risk management capacity.  It is based on the five of the national plan, including: i) risk identification; ii) risk reduction; iii) institutional development; iv) risk awareness; and, v) risk financing.  In the project preparation phase the World Bank team worked closely with the Government of Colombia to identify existing and needed capacities in the National Disaster Risk Management System to successfully implement their five point national strategy. Activities in the project are aimed at increasing the effectiveness of investments in disaster risk mitigation and at addressing the need for contingency plans to cover fiscal shortfalls in case of a major catastrophe. From a capacity building point of view the project follows a train-the-trainers strategy building sufficient capacity at key national institutions to be able to build capacity at a decentralized level. Capacity building in this context largely means that the responsible ministries and agencies at national level hire qualified people - basically increase their Human Resources - these people then develop and deliver the programs at local level. All of this is in the design of the project and is financed by the project (in part World Bank and in part counterpart funding).

The project aims at strengthening the technical capacity for risk monitoring at the national level through the upgrading of outmoded hydrologic, seismic, and volcanic detection and forecasting systems.  Once completed, these systems are to be integrated into a national system for managing and sharing information on disaster risk management.

The World Bank financed project improves the capacity of groups participating in the National System for Disaster Management to improve the effectiveness of risk reduction investments through the: i) improvement of monitoring of the risk reduction investments; ii) promotion of comprehensive planning for risk reduction at local and sector levels; and, iii) implementation of technical assistance programs aimed at local governments.

II. Progress in creating decentralized capacity for disaster risk management 

The Colombian government has prioritized the strengthening of local capacity as part of the project. A program has been created through the Ministry of Housing, Environment and Territorial Development (henceforth “the Ministry”) to support municipalities’ activities for the introduction of risk analyses in the Territorial Organization Plans.  These Plans will guide future risk reduction activities in municipal investment plans.

One of the successful and innovative elements of the program has been the creation of capacity at a national level to support and transfer knowledge and capacity at the municipal level. This achievement is critical to improving overall disaster risk management capacity because the municipalities shoulder a large proportion of the burden of disaster response.  In addition to response, the municipality is responsible for the development and enforcement of territorial planning and building codes and the maintenance of infrastructure and services that may be affected by recurrent adverse natural events.
By December 2007, in over 900 municipalities, disaster management committees have been formed.  Among these, 263 municipalities have received technical assistance to include disaster risk management in the Territorial Organization Plans.  Action plans have been developed in 77 municipalities and several pilot projects have been carried out in several municipalities. Additionally, through training workshops, the Ministry has provided technical assistance to water service companies at national and local level in disaster risk management.  
III. Key barriers and challenges
The first barrier to overcome to create a conceptualization among policy makers of disaster risk as a development issue that can be assessed and managed. In Colombia this has happened over the past two decades.  Because of these efforts, there is a strong level of acceptance of disaster risk management as a development issue at both national and local levels.

The second challenge is to create capacity to address disaster risk. The Colombian government has made good inroads in decentralizing capacity for disaster risk management. However, the program still needs to reach more than half of the municipalities in the country. 
Since the first two obstacles have been overcome, the national government is currently working on finding ways to help municipal government support risk reduction efforts within municipalities.  In addition to providing technical support and assistance, the central government can provide incentives for investing in risk reduction. This is already being achieved in Bogota, the largest local government in the country.  Bogota is leading the way by investing several hundred million dollars in retrofitting schools, hospitals, and kindergartens, in part with financing from the World Bank. 
IV. Way forward
The government of Colombia is committed to continue strengthening its capacity to manage disaster risk and to invest in reducing the risk. It is currently implementing two loans from the World Bank to help the process. 

As an example of the commitment, the Government’s long term development plan “Vision 2019” among other things sets the goals of: i) 100 percent national coverage of climatic and geological monitoring networks; ii) 100 percent of municipalities, and all sectors integrates risk management in their development plans and in territorial planning; and, iii) all full service hospitals as well as critical oil installations in the country must be seismic resistant. 

