El Nifio and Disaster Preparedness (Gianni Rufini)

Floods, droughts, hurricanes and fires, extended for a caipkears are the usual
effects of El Nifio. This is a tropical stream thatats the waters of Southern Pacific,
normally in the Christmas period (“El Niflo” meansSpanish “the Holy Infant”), every
few years. The direct action of the phenomenon usilaglg few months, during the
austral summer, and affects dramatically the regionheftropical belt, mainly those
along the Pacific shores. But the “side effects” bNiio, those climatic anomalies it
generates in the atmosphere, may last up to two yedrsteke virtually all the globe.
Some of the exceptional climatic phenomena of thesé inonths, although they
happened after El Niflo ended, are certainly provoked bguaell climatic unbalance it
caused in the previous year.

Since the 1980s, an efficient remote warning systerbd®s set up, which has improved
significantly forecasts on El Nifio’s evolution: rélla predictions are now avaliable six
months in advance. Nonetheless, such predictions (I ageather forecast) are not
always accurate and stil depend on the extreme complefit meteorological
phenomena: in the last event some forecasted droughlgsnséead resulted into floods.

During a VOICE seminar in Brussels, in March, Yves dwh@at, Director of
Researches of the French research institute ORS™aM,that the 1997-98 event has
been particularly strong, similar to that of 1982-83. Thisficms the concerns about a
trend towards an increase of the anomalies that &ljypselated to the global warming.

Effects have been very dramatic since the beginniagows drought in Papua New
Guinea, Australia and Indonesia, with widespread bush @eessing enormous air
pollution all over Southeast Asia; unusual tropical cyefoan Polynesia, floods in Latin
America and California. At a second stage, heavyalisniave stricken East Africa and
Western Europe and, lately, China, Korea and Bangladdésiusands of people died,
millions fled and are now homeless.

The consequences on health, economy and infrastruceedifficult to evaluate, but
some examples can be given: epidemics of cholera andspgpbsis in Peru and
Ecuador; enormous increase of Dengue in Brazil (+600%);sthray malaria in
Eastern Africa; famine killed thousands in Indonesia Bagua New Guinea; floods
caused 14,000,000 homeless in China only; maize, coffee amh dwarvests were
destroyed in Southern Asia.

If the contingency plans prepared by International frelgeencies have provided stock
pre-positioning and preventative measures in directlgt@tecountries during the peak
period, few or no actions have been planned in neightmpuni far regions, and in the
long term.

For Oxfam’s Mark Allison, “El Nifio is a widespread etiedemonstrating itself as a
series of small unpredictable disasters rather thawaddrge scale ones. This presents
different challenges than localised large scale emeiggeand strategies need to take this
into account. Despite the intricacies within the Eussp€ommission (EC), removing
potential “blocks” to accessing funds is crucial and &trning” the bureaucracy



should be a key aim in planning both for NGOs and the r@ission. The input of
external thinking is vital to this process.”

Two years before the end of the International Dedad®isaster Reduction, El Nifio
has been a good test stand for an assessment of ghevément achieved in disaster
preparedness, so far.

Since 1960 over 8,000 natural disasters requiring massiveatitera aid have been
registered world-wide. Shockingly, these events appeag getiing worse as time goes
on, through a mixture of more violent weather and aristming ability in developing
countries to deal with them. The overlapping of man-naass - namely wars - and
natural disasters has also become a normal conditsothere are at least 50 conflicts in
course at the moment his creates “complex emergencies” - with an enornassunt

of casualties and 35 million refugees - which make droughfanaines even harder to
deal with. “The real tragedy is that with better plagnimany of their victims might not
have suffered so badly” ECHO reports, “Working on the addge that an ounce of
prevention is better than a pound of cure, ECHO haspet disaster preparedness
programme to try to anticipate and thus alleviate susb<t

Indeed, if conflict prevention is still a too far gdal the International community,
Disaster Preparedness (DP) is much more at hand mdt®im term, but there is still a
serious lack of policies in this sense.

The problem is that DP is much less visible, theeefess rewarding than emergency aid,
in political terms. The public is very sensitive tasit: the vision of homeless starving
children is shocking, raises awareness and encourages ts@pgbidonations. It is
unlikely that the image of a mason building an anti-Seidlause may have the same
effect. In this sense also the media have a cagaponsibility.

Furthermore, DP is still considered as specific of hutaaan activities, instead of being
seen as an integral part of development programmes. Bgrnod fact, an emergency is
not the best situation to work on prevention of futuisix- although it should be kept
in mind at every step of a relief action - while depshent programmes (based on
careful assessments and long term multi-sectoral ttiviare certainly more likely to
produce a good level of preparedness.

Last year, Intermediate Technology (a research group)rtamdea survey/study of the
involvement of NGOs in disaster-resistant housing mstaction, including other
aspects of mitigation and preparedness. The inquiry higbtighither the inaccessibility
or non-existence of sufficient information from whito construct detailed case studies.
Furthermore, a distinct reticence if not hostilitydme apparent when certain prominent
organisations and experts were approached. Last, bueasit they found serious
problems in what passes for a track record of projdatitgan this area.

An independent expert reports: “Last year, | conducteeldadonsultancy in Khartoum,
Sudan, where a 1988 inundation had destroyed 200,000 dwellings. eDegimins in
reconstruction assistance, and the involvement afratagencies and NGOs in related
shelter development and appropriate building technologgtinis, it is probable that all
but a few dozen structures were rebuilt without any aatexdvice let alone substantial
improvements. Working with academic institutions aneifpr NGOs, | was still unable



to obtain adequate data for a comparative evaluationtbfdonstruction processes and
intervention methodologies. In fact, despite a docunded&gerioration of indigenous
building, it seemed the onus was inappropriately being placéde level of household
development rather than municipal planning.”

A more systematic, but far too weak, effort has beade by ECHO since 1994.
Although the funds for DP represent slightly more thanaf%2CHO budget, they have
been used for a first pilot programme in Central Ametica Caribbean and few areas in
Asia. This experiment has been successful but limitecth&rmore, it is still in the logic
that DP is a response tool, while prevention and prdpass are long term structural
activities which lie rather in the domain of developinaid.

In addition to planning by relief agencies, disaster pexpass requires the organisation
and participation of a country's institutions and thenitig of its human resources.
Emergency preparedness must not be organised solely egritral level, but also with
the participation of numerous other sectors: estabdiskensuch as schools, hospitals,
blood banks, and airports also need plans. The succéisssef efforts has varied from
country to country depending, to a great extent, on theuamof authority the
coordinating agency responsible for emergencies hasthenlarmonious relationship
between national and International actors and govertahend non-governmental
organisations, as well as the country's civilian aritbny sectors.

Avalilability of information and research also playraelevant role. An aid worker
complains: “I am always surprised that no matter what émergency is and which
agencies are responding, | see the same basic miseikgsiade over and over again.
It is as if organisations do not institutionalise themergency response capacity and
every new emergency is like the first day of schd&haring of information, operational
collaboration and joint are some of the areas NG@=l and international, need to
work closer together BEFORE an emergency happens.”

Disaster reduction requires a multisectoral focus thakrsotopics from geology to
economy; from the design of seismic-resistant housmgpaiblic works to the design of
a disaster curriculum for concerned faculties. Progranfaresgriculture, health, water
management, land use, education, transports and infrasesicshould be revised and
integrated in a general effort to reduce risk on a stbasdig. DP must be seen as a basic
component of human development and, in this sense, shelyldon a consistent
coordination among financing institutions as well agl@menting agencies.

It is important to note that the principles of linkingelief, Rehabilitation and
Development (a methodological assumption of humanit&di@®s) underpin the basis
of this approach. A document produced in the Brussels’ semirMarch, recommends:
“The position of Disaster Preparedness within the eR&ehabilitation-Development
continuum is a key subject for debate; there are mafgratit levels of intervention,
from the pro-active aimed at prevention and mitigatismugh to the more reactive,
primarily concerned with response and coping mechanigftsin the NGO community,
there is a huge diversity here, as the reduction of pgw#istress and suffering involves
a broad spectrum of activities. It is however increglgi recognised that the role of



Disaster Preparedness is integral to the process @iralde development and as such
can reduce the need for relief assistance when disdskes.”

Once more, development is the key, and we must remehdderords of the former UN
Secretary General Boutros Ghali:

“Humanitarian emergencies fill the headlines andsaore our energies, but underlying many
of these tragic events is the silent crisis of urelesldpment: chronic and growing poverty,
mounting population pressure and unemployment, and spriead environmental
destruction”.

Gianni Rufini

BOX

« El Nifio » is the name given by fishermen to a wagean stream that shows |off
during Christmas period every two to seven years, in Bed Ecuador.
In normal conditions, cool water from the Southerrifitaruns along the coasts |of
South America up to the Equator: its temperature is aroun@€@8tus and it is rich ¢f
nutritional elements which benefit coastal fishaspder the effects of trade winds, this
cool water moves towards the western basin of Raeifnorth of Australia — whigh
represents the “Warm water reservoir” of the Oceath surface temperatures of 2§° -
29°. The mixture of cold and warm waters reduces surfageetature, with stabilising
effects on the climate: humidity from the ocean is pdslon Southeast Asia and
Australia, where it is released in form of rain.
Every few years, an abnormal increase of temperatutige central Pacific produces a
reduction of trade winds and generates opposite air stjaatrabove the “Warm watgr
reservoir”. This prevents the flow of cool waterrfraghe South from mixing with the
warmer one in the Western basin. The further ineredsvater temperature causes an
overall heating of atmosphere and huge rainfalls orsé¢laein the Central Pacific, while

Australia and Indonesia suffer a deficit of precipitation.
As the atmosphere is a complex and interdependent syieifects of El Nifio can be
felt as far as in Africa and Europe.
El Nifio has been studied extensively starting fromydas 1950-60, when the extensgion
of this phenomenon became clear. Since the 1980s, lgwaaning system has been et
up, consisting of a number of buoys spread at different dgepththe ocean and
transmitting data on the water temperature, and the ckrekmerican satellite
TOPEX/POSEIDON, which constantly checks the wateelland the flows of ocearjic
streams. This has solved the problem of an effi@anly warning system for El Nifio and
has improved significantly the forecasts on its effeittis now possible to have reliaple
predictions six months in advance.




