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For millennia, indigenous peoples around the world have used their traditional knowledge to prepare for, cope with and survive disasters. Their methods and practices have originated within their communities and have been maintained and passed down over generations. Until recently, policy makers have largely ignored this vast body of knowledge, in favor of “Western” science and technology-based methods of disaster risk reduction and response.  Today, however, many of these traditional practices are considered important and necessary contributions to the conservation of biodiversity and environmental sustainability.  At the same time, this knowledge is under constant threat of being eroded, lost or misappropriated, factors contributing to greater community vulnerability as demonstrated by the increasing levels of loss stemming from natural disasters in recent decades.

In order to successfully incorporate indigenous knowledge into DRR policies a positive relationship between indigenous practice and modern scientific method must be acknowledged and better understood. 

This Global Platform Side Event, “Engaging Indigenous Peoples in Disaster Risk Reduction”, being organized by the Center for Public Service Communications, will stimulate discussion about disaster risk reduction among indigenous peoples and their non-indigenous colleagues and community leaders throughout the world.  Participants will learn about efforts underway that may be useful not only to indigenous community leaders as they look for opportunities to reduce risk and plan response strategies but also to 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.

Policy makers and academics acknowledge that poor planning, poverty and a range of other underlying factors create vulnerability, resulting in insufficient capacity to reduce the negative consequences of risk.  Yet many policy makers and academics are not indigenous themselves, and their lack of knowledge about the cultural make up of indigenous communities may also contribute to these risk factors.  Economic and societal vulnerabilities may be as responsible for the disproportionately adverse effects of disaster events on indigenous communities as the natural hazards themselves.

The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: Building the resilience of nations and communities to disasters (HFA), was endorsed by the member states of the United Nations in 2005, and has since guided national policy and international organizations in their efforts to substantially reduce losses stemming from natural hazards. This Framework is comprehensive and addresses the roles of states, regional and international organizations, calling on civil society, academia, volunteer organizations and the private sector to join efforts. It promotes the decentralization of authority and resources to promote local-level disaster risk reduction. 

The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, which was formerly known as the U.N. International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, serves as the focal point in the United Nations system for the coordination of disaster risk reduction and to ensure synergies among disaster risk reduction activities. UNISDR leads inter-agency country-specific and thematic discussions and contributes to the development of UN programming tools, such as guidelines on risk reduction.

The global focus on indigenous peoples’ concerns, including efforts within the framework of HFA, has been limited until recently.  It is important to take advantage of this movement and ensure that indigenous peoples, communities and nations have access to best practices and lessons learned through the work of UNISDR and others, and that the experience and valuable knowledge residing in indigenous peoples’ communities be shared with and recognized by the international community.

It is important that a balance is found between modern science and indigenous knowledge in order to better reduce communities’ risks and vulnerabilities.  It is clearly useful to take advantage of the scientific and technological advances available.  Yet this must be carefully articulated, recognizing the capacities and resources already available locally without undermining them, and avoiding cultural impositions.

The relation between indigenous knowledge and disaster risk reduction lies in the close relationship of communities with their environment.  As indigenous knowledge comes from an intimate relation with the natural environment, communities have learned to read the signs in the sea, the rain, the wind, clouds, vegetation and wildlife to predict hazards.  They are some of the first to recognize and be affected by climate change.  Traditional weather forecasts (used for agricultural planning, for example) include the observation of the moon, the sun, the stars and even animals and insects.  Direct experience with constant disasters has taught many communities the duration, location, time, frequency, intensity and predictability of these events.  Likewise, the beginning and possible behavior of the hazard, such as the velocity of water flows or levels of rain, are learned from experience and transmitted from one generation to the next.  These local, experiential, “early warning” systems are frequently credited with saving lives and property.

There is a need, now, to engage world leaders of indigenous peoples interested in risk reduction, together with their non-indigenous counterparts, in an ongoing dialogue aimed at understanding risks -- those that are unique to indigenous people and those shared in common with vulnerable communities throughout the world.  The hoped for outcome of this dialogue will be effective approaches to reduce risk to disasters, including Climate Change, and other events of public health consequence and strategies to remove the challenges that exist to our ability to implement them universally.

Issues for discussion, commitments and action include: 
Commitments and action by the International Community (i.e., United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, UNISDR Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction 2013 and World Conference on Disaster Reduction 2015, etc.):

a. Advocate among international and national entities to make resources available through coordination with local governments as a way of strengthening autonomy and capacities (a possible objective of the Post-2015 HFA Framework)

b. Advocate with regional bodies and national governments to engage indigenous communities in the formulation of DRR policies, both to ensure cultural adaptation of mainstream strategies to better reach vulnerable communities, and to empower these communities by taking advantage of their own knowledge and practices.  

c. Promote at the regional and national levels, the systematic research and documentation of indigenous knowledge and practices for DRR, studying the possibility of calibrating successful practices to similar contexts.

d. Work toward investing in disaster risk reduction in order to create resilience.

Commitments and Action by National Policy Makers:

a. Create a specialized working group for the systematic research and documentation of successful indigenous practices and knowledge to create a ‘validated body of applicable knowledge.’

b. Incorporate the identification and use of successful indigenous knowledge and practices for DRR, including non-formal means of dissemination, into official national DRR policies and education plans.
Commitments and Action by Indigenous Community Leaders:

a. Take a leadership role in local level development and disaster resilience, and work with all stakeholders (locally and nationally) 

b. Work with city councils, municipal governments and others to promote budget increases aimed at assessing, capitalizing on, and strengthening capacities for resilience at the local government level.

c. Ensure that, at the community level, capacity and vulnerability self-assessments are undertaken -- with community participation -- in order to identify new or recurrent hazards and the successful past / present DRR practices of local and/or external origin used to cope with them. 

d. Develop, through this process, integrated strategies that take advantage of both local knowledge and mainstream strategies that are better adapted to local concerns, capacities and resources.

e. Become active participants in dialogue with national and international institutions, platforms and frameworks to share knowledge and learn from the rapidly growing body of successful evolving DRR practice. 

Governments, institutions and organizations must actively seek to identify, incorporate and facilitate transfer of indigenous knowledge into all their DRR projects and programs. The decision-making power must, however, reside in the hands of the community.  It must be recognized, also, that the danger of commercialization is always present; hence attention must be given to avoid exploitation during the transfer of indigenous knowledge.

 

The use of indigenous knowledge for DRR is important because it represents the essence of self-reliance and sustainability.  The strength of societies is based upon their ability to thrive with their own capacities and resources.  Natural disasters do not exist, as the ISDR affirms, only natural hazards. Disasters happen when hazards strike unprepared societies.  There is no better way of confronting a disaster than to prevent it from happening.  Too often, dependency has stemmed from intervention, and this has in turn provoked vulnerability.  Indigenous knowledge not only has potential, but a power proven by thousands of years of survival.
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