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Introductory General Assembly – Natural Disaster Response

According to a 2005 report by Oxfam International, the number of reported natural disasters have been rising (Oxfam International). This rise in natural disasters has also lead to a rise in the need for help of government agencies, international organizations, and humanitarian organizations in the response to natural disasters. Response is necessary, yet many questions accompany natural disaster response: whose role is it to first respond to a natural disaster? Where does the issue of state sovereignty fall? According to your handout, local communities most often are the first responders to natural disaster. Where does this leave the idea of education for natural disaster response? And when, if ever, should outside governments or organizations step in to help? Once must also consider the people affected by this crisis. Many become refugees, fleeing to avoid the disaster, and many others, while not directly involved with the natural disaster, are affected. How are these people helped? What humanitarian efforts are available to help? Throughout this briefing paper, we will be exploring the idea of natural disasters in general, the types of responding organizations (including the issues of state sovereignty), and disaster preparedness. We will also explore the connection between natural disasters and global warming.
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, natural disasters “are naturally occurring events which can directly or indirectly cause severe threats to public health and/or well-being” (HHS).  Natural disasters include earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, tsunamis, etc. (HHS). According to an Oxfam International report, the number of natural disasters has been rising (Oxfam International). The report stated that “[t]he average annual number of disasters reported during 2000-04 was 55% higher than during 1995-99” (Oxfam International). During this time, the number of people affected by natural disasters also began to rise, even doubling in countries of low human development (Oxfam International). Natural disasters do not only affect the lives of those caught in their wake; natural disasters can leave cities or even countries destroyed, ruining homes, washing away food, and leaving people as refugees. Entire government systems can fail with the failing of a country; war can follow; poverty is imminent. 2005, according to the Oxfam Report, was a year of some of the worst natural disasters ever seen (Oxfam International). These included the Asian Tsunami, leaving over 200,000 people dead, and Hurricane Katrina, which did not have as high of a mortality rate, but affected around 2 million people (Oxfam International). 

Yet even among these natural disasters, there is hope within the idea of natural disaster response. For the United Nations, the natural disaster response is the United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). OCHA coordinates a number of tools and services to help with disaster response (OCHA). These include the United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC), which sends out teams comprised of OCHA staff, staff from humanitarian groups, and emergency management experts, aiding those governments affecting by the disaster and gathering information (OCHA). If other international organizations are to help with the disaster, the UNDAC can make an On-Site Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC), which “will support local authorities in coordinating the activities of international relief providers” (OCHA). OCHA also helps coordinate military services in a humanitarian relief operation (because many governments often send aid via military services), and also helps to maintain a depot and warehouse of basic survival items and relief supplies (kept by the UN in Italy) (OHCA). OCHA also has several information services, including the Central Register, “a database of available relief personnel and supplies at the disposal of the broad international community”, among others (OHCA). 

As stated earlier, local communities are often the first responders to a natural disaster, and a criticism of natural disaster response is the lack of education among local communities, cities, and states in first helping themselves when a natural disaster occurs. While many believe that there need to be changes in this area of natural disaster response, there are some solutions to help local community’s better assist with natural disaster relief. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) (of the U.S. Department of Commerce)’s National Weather Service (NWS) created two programs, StormReady and TsunamiReady, to “arm American’s communities with the communication and safety skills they need to save lives and protect property” (“Is your community ready…”). According to a handout about StormReady and TsunamiReady, a community must meet a set of guidelines in order to become ready to face and respond to natural disasters (“Is your community ready…”). Some of these guidelines include setting up more than one way for people to receive and be altered of severe weather threats and creating seminars for preparation of the community. However, this is a program only implemented in the United States. Many people in third-world countries are suffering more from the effects of natural disasters. 

In a 2003 article entitled “Natural disasters on the rise: Third world countries are at highest risk for devastation” by Hope Cristol, Klaus Toepfer, executive director for the United Nations Environment Program, (UNEP), “[i]t will be the poorer parts of the world, the poorer people, who will suffer most because they have neither the financial or other resources to cope” (Cristol). While it is important to implement programs for local communities all over the world, it is especially important to focus on those with fewer resources than a typical American or European community. The idea of working with local communities is also important in the issue of state sovereignty. According to your booklet, and from the OCHA website, “[i]n most natural disasters, international assistance is extended only when the affected government requests or welcomes it. OCHA's role is to enhance the coherence, effectiveness and timeliness of international response to a disaster through effective coordination” (OCHA). Humanitarian response or aid organizations have a very fine line of state sovereignty. While it is important to respect state sovereignty, is there a time when one must cross the line? If international aid, while perhaps unwanted, can stop more lives from being taken, must humanitarian groups break the pact of state sovereignty to help the people? This is an issue that has long been debated, and there are advocates on both sides.

Natural disasters have also been linked to global warming. In a 2005 USA Today article by Randolph E. Schmid, the number of tropical storms attaining category 4 and 5 status has grown to 18 per year since 1990, from 11 per year in 1970 (Schmid). According to Peter J. Webster, of the Georgia Institute of Technology, as the water gets warmer, it increases the amount of evaporation, and increases the amount of fuel for the tropical storms (Schmid). “Between 1970 and 2004 the average sea surface temperature in the tropics rose nearly 1°F”, says the article (Schmid). According to another 2005 USA Today article by Dan Vergano, global warming is increasing the length and intensity of the storms, causing more effects from the storms (Vergano). According to a study, “[d]ollar losses from storms rise with hurricane wind speeds…[a]nd inland damage from flooding and heavy rains also results from more intense storms”, says atmospheric scientist Kevin Trenberth (Vergano). The Kyoto Protocol is already being put in effect against global warming, but should more be done to fix global warming?

Storms are on the rise, and the effects of natural disasters are being seen in all aspects of life, from direct effects of those caught in the storm, to the loss of a community, a government, and the ever-growing amount of money needed to fix damages. Global warming is also a problem, affecting the number of and the intensity of natural disasters. However, there are responses to the natural disasters. OCHA, of the UN, coordinates many different services and uses different tools to help communities who have been hurt by natural disasters. Another organization within the UN is the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR), whose mission states that “[t]he ISDR aims at building disaster resilient communities by promoting increased awareness of the importance of disaster reduction as an integral component of sustainable development, with the goal of reducing human, social, economic and environmental losses due to natural hazards and related technological and environmental disasters” (ISDR). This program helps to improve scientific knowledge, increase public awareness, and involve everyone from all communities (ISDR). Given the rising number of natural disasters, is the response we have sufficient?
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