
Ladies an Gentlemen, 

 

Civil security and disaster Management – the title of this session 

nearly describes the work of DKKV (German Committee of Disaster 

Reduction). The DKKV is a NGO within the network of the United 

Nations giving advice to the Federal Government of Germany, United 

Nations agencies, other NGOs and private organizations. Disaster 

reduction means more than disaster management. Whereas 

management is reactive, disaster reduction is pro-active and comprises 

four fields of action: 

1. risk assessment 

2.reducing vulnerability of societies 

3. preparedness 

4. management 

To act satisfactorily in these fields data are urgently needed. Earth 

observation delivers data that save lives and can help prepare people 

to extreme natural events and reduce their impact. 

 

We are living in an increasingly vulnerable world. According to data 

published by the UN in the last decades the number of people at risk 

has grown by70 to 80 million every year (UNISDR Living with risk, 

2005). Losses caused by natural disasters are on the rise.  

 The number of natural disasters reported has increased five times 

since 1975 (CRED) 

 The number of people affected also increased five times since 

1975 (CRED) 



 Economic losses caused by natural disasters increased seven 

times in the decade (1995 – 2004) compared to the 60s 

(MunichRe), reaching a total of 567,5 Billion US$ in the decade 

from 1995 - 2004 

 

Reasons for these developments are: population growth, rapid and 

unplanned urbanisation, overuse of resources, land degradation, 

climate change and increasing dependency on lifelines in 

industrialized countries. 

The different factors of Global Change will most likely lead to a 

further increase of the number and the magnitude of natural disasters. 

The uncontrolled growth of Megacities in coastal zones may lead to 

new dimensions of disasters, when such a city is hit by a major 

hazard. 

Climate Change poses an additional threat on us. It is very likely that 

the effects of weather related extreme events will increase in 

frequency and intensity.  

 

These developments can only be addressed by the effective integration 

of disaster reduction into all aspects of development and planning. 

There is a need for the better integration of disaster reduction and the 

demand for better use of existing know-how (interlinking science with 

practice) 

 

Disaster Reduction implies long and medium as well as short term 

aspects and response activities undertaken by disaster management. 



Disaster reduction is:  Action taken to reduce the risk of disasters 

and the adverse impacts of natural hazards, through systematic efforts 

to analyse and manage the causes of disasters, including through 

avoidance of hazards, reduced social and economic vulnerability to 

hazards, and improved preparedness for adverse events. 

The disaster risk reduction framework is composed of the following 

fields of action:  

• Risk awareness and assessment including hazard analysis and 

vulnerability/capacity analysis;  

• Knowledge development including education, training, research 

and information;  

• Public commitment and institutional frameworks, including 

organisational, policy, legislation and community action;  

• Application of measures including environmental management, 

land-use and urban planning, protection of critical facilities, 

application of science and technology, partnership and 

networking, and financial instruments; (let me give an example: 

mangrove forests at the coastline of Myanmar could have taken 

some of the strength that devastated the Irrawaddi-Delta and 

mangrove forests could have taken some of the destructive force 

of the Tsunami-wave in 2005. The disappearance of existing 

forests can be clearly seen in earth observation data.) 

• Early warning systems including forecasting, dissemination of 

warnings, preparedness measures and reaction capacities.  

(UNISDR) 



 

Now: what is the precise contribution of earth observation to disaster 

reduction and disaster management? What would disaster 

management demand from the earth observation community?  

So let me analyse how earth observation could provide additional - to 

what it already does – added value to the disaster reduction 

community in order to reach our objective. 

 

What is the objective of disaster reduction? 

The objective is to build disaster resilient communities, with the goal 

of reducing human, social, economic and environmental losses due to 

natural hazards and related technological and environmental disasters.  

 

How can we reduce the vulnerability of communities and improve 

their resilience? There are numbers of aspects in the long term, mid 

term and short term, which need to be addressed: 

 long term: urban development, population growth, coastal zone 

management, land use and adaptation to climate change, build 

up disaster reaction methods and forces 

 mid term: forecasting of extreme weather events 

 short term: early warning and information for disaster relief, 

optimise operation of disaster response  

 

In each of these phases, awareness raising is one of the most effective 

ways to address disaster reduction and reduce the vulnerability of 



people. People have to understand that they live with risk. Risk 

understood in this context as the product of hazard * vulnerability.  

Each and every measure needs to start with risk assessment. Based on 

the findings of this assessment long, medium and short term measures 

can be designed. Long term measures can be divided into structural 

measures like protection measures (dams, dykes, cyclone shelters) and 

non structural measures (risk sensitive land-use and urban planning).  

Forecasting of extreme weather events covering a time span of up to 

three days, enable decision makers, disaster managers and the 

population to be prepared. 

Early warning systems, covering the early warning chain, are effective 

instruments to save lives and reduce losses. Following a disaster 

quickly available data on damages and access ways to the area allow 

disaster managers to deliver relief. 

 

For each of these different phases the earth observation community 

provides a number of systems. For example: 

 

 The Global Monitoring for Environment and Security (GMES) 

of the European Union provides among others information about 

land use and land cover change. 

 A number of different systems under the umbrella of the World 

Meteorological Organisation (WMO) collects data for weather 

forecasts and weather prediction.  

 Through WMO and the national Meteorological services 

decision makers are warned about upcoming extreme events.  



 Following a disaster the Space Charter can be activated to 

provide up-to-date information for disaster managers. 

 

During the last years technical possibilities as well as capacities 

improved. The actual systems collect more data and a wider range of 

data as before. The number of satellites increased. Information can be 

provided much quicker than a few years ago. Earth observation 

systems are important pillars of disaster reduction and disaster 

management systems! 

 

However, if we look at the tragic example of the recent events in 

Myanmar ? 

 

The Metservice of India reported that they informed the government 

in Myanmar two days ahead of the landfall of Nargis. There was 

enough time to warn and prepare and/or evacuate people. 

Unfortunately the information was not distributed to the people at risk. 

It is painful to see the irresponsibility of dictators, this does however 

never lead us to reduce our efforts for the protection of people. 

 

While this is an extraordinary example of disconnect of information, 

we have to realise the gap between technical possibilities and the 

application at the level of the end-user on the ground. The interface 

between science/technical service and practice needs to be 

strengthened.  

 



Thus, the crucial question “How to bring the message to the people?” 

needs to be addressed. Despite all important efforts to improve 

technical capacities and possibilities, at the end of the day the most 

important issue to reduce losses and save lives is how information was 

transformed into action. 

 

The term “People” means decision makers/politicians as well as 

disaster managers and communities at risk 

 

 Decision makers need to understand the added value provided by 

earth observation data.  

 Disaster managers need to have easy access to these information 

 The population at risk need to be informed  

 

Information needs to be provided in the right time (long, medium, 

short term) and in an understandable fashion so that people know what 

it means and how they have to react. 

But first and foremost people have to know which information is 

available and where to get it. This needs access (unrestricted and 

affordable) to information. I am aware that this might be in conflict 

with economic and military interests. 

 

Thus, beside all relevant and important efforts to further develop 

technical capacities there is an urgent demand for information about 

available systems and services, to bridge an information gap. People 

need to know: 



 

 Which services are available? 

 Which type of information can they provide? 

 How to get access? 

 When to apply to which service? 

 

To close this gap it needs awareness raising on all levels and 

assistance for developing countries to strengthen their institutions and 

establish capacities. 

 

The United Nations started to address this issue by establishing 

UNSPIDER, a programme of the United Nations Office for outer 

Space Affairs.  

The aim of SPIDER is to provide “universal access to all countries 

and all relevant international and regional organizations to all types of 

space-based information and services relevant to disaster 

management.” 

 

The German Committee for Disaster Reduction welcomes the 

establishment of UNSPIDER and supports its activities. However, 

looking again on the tragic event in Myanmar, we should go one step 

further. The demand is to develop an “end-to-end” solution. One of 

the ends to be the local communities at risk.  

 

Thank you 


