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Expert: John Scott 

Title of the Session: Engaging Indigenous Peoples in Disaster Risk Reduction 

Date: 08/12/2014 to 14/12/2014 

Summary 

The theme will be developing approaches to stimulate discussion of disaster risk reduction 
among indigenous peoples and their non-indigenous colleagues and community leaders 
throughout the world.  Participants will be encouraged to look for opportunities to reduce 
risk and plan response strategies. The aim is also to inform a broader risk reduction 
community as it seeks to share, in culturally appropriate ways, strategies and best practices 
that respect existing knowledge in indigenous communities. 

 Raise awareness and stimulate debate around issues of disaster risk reduction in 
indigenous communities, creating an opportunity to exchange experience and 
knowledge. 

 Highlight existing risk reduction initiatives that could serve indigenous peoples to 
develop strategies and plans to reduce disaster risk. 

 Develop consensus, if possible, on an agenda for improving disaster risk reduction in 
indigenous communities worldwide, providing input to the ISDR program and the 
World Conference on Disaster Reduction in 2015. 

Context 

Through dialogue with multiple indigenous community leaders and disaster risk reduction 
experts, it is clear that there is interest in (as well as a need for) engaging leaders of 
indigenous peoples and their non-indigenous counterparts in a dialogue aimed at 
understanding and reducing disaster risks.  Engaging indigenous peoples in disaster risk 
reduction can begin with a conversation about how risk reduction concepts (i.e., risk, 
vulnerability, hazards, etc.) are understood and defined.  These definitions may or may not 
be consistent with those frequently used by disaster professionals, but unless a common 
understanding is reached on essential concepts, it will be difficult to implement programs 
and attempts to measure success will be frustrated. This includes risks that are unique to 
indigenous peoples as well as those they have in common with non-indigenous communities 
worldwide.  Key issues about which there has been little discussion and include: 

 Traditional indigenous knowledge, values and culture are, in themselves, important risk 
reduction tools and should be incorporated into national and international disaster risk 
reduction strategies.  Indigenous knowledge must be valued and widely disseminated.   

 Despite a deep understanding of and respect for the environment, indigenous 
communities are facing the adverse effects of outside development practices on their 
environment, leading to secondary disasters and at times, making traditional knowledge 
irrelevant. Indigenous peoples require access to more information about the impact of 
these manmade situations in order to adapt their traditional knowledge, preparedness 
and response patterns and minimize the risk of a disaster. 
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 Indigenous peoples must have a voice in order to reduce disaster risk and vulnerability.  
The practice of imposing centralized solutions to local problems (many of which already 
have successful local solutions) can lessen the community’s capacity to reduce risk and 
save lives.  Indigenous Peoples must have opportunities to develop community 
strategies as well as participate in the development of national and international policies.  

 Definitions, concepts and standards related to disaster risk reduction and response must 
reflect both indigenous and non-indigenous perspectives. 

To achieve success, disaster risk reduction initiatives require concerted efforts on the part of 
all stakeholders. In this regard, the right of indigenous peoples to participate in decision 
making must be respected—indigenous peoples must be consulted and involved in disaster 
risk reduction initiatives at all stages.  Through this discussion we hope to move closer to 
this goal. 

 


