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Year after year, human beings lose their lives or their
livelihoods and economies – especially in poorer coun-
tries – sustain lasting damage in the wake of numerous
natural disasters. Studies by scientists and major re-
insurance companies give reason to fear that both the
incidence of such disasters or extreme weather events
and the damage they cause will further increase in the
future.1

The consequences of extreme natural events are not,
however, disasters to be simply accepted as inevitable. They are the product of
natural hazards and the vulnerability of existing social and ecological systems to
these hazards. It is often detrimental anthropogenic influences that lead a natural
event to become a natural disaster: extreme urbanization in endangered areas,
establishment of hazardous industries in risk-prone locations, artificial straight-
ening of rivercourses and destruction of natural flood plains, deforestation and soil
erosion, and a lack of awareness and dearth of knowledge of existing risks.

2003 was another year marked by an unusually large number of disasters: Approx-
imately 700 natural disasters occurred worldwide, killing more than 50,000 people
and causing property damage in excess of USD 60 billion.2 The earthquake in Bam
(Iran) at the end of the year claimed more than 20,000 lives alone. 75% of the worl-
d’s population live in regions that are affected by natural disasters at least once a
year. Between 1980 and 2000, more than 184 people per day (a total of 1.35 million!)
lost their lives as a result of natural disasters.3

Disaster reduction measures can help to protect human beings and property and
preserve vital infrastructure. In the process, they can promote environmentally
sustainable use of natural resources, economic growth and equitable social de-
velopment and thus enhance the quality of life. Hence disaster reduction can also
make an important contribution to the sustainable development of societies.

Up until now, however, disaster reduction has commanded relatively little public
attention. It is not widely known, for instance, that the Federal Foreign Office, as
the ministry responsible for coordination of the Federal Government’s activities in
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this field, has long worked to promote disaster reduction worldwide and has al-
ready achieved notable successes. 

In contrast to spectacular humanitarian rescue operations that fly specially trained
personnel to the far corners of the earth to aid people in terrible disasters, the com-
pilation of risk analyses, amendment of building codes and introduction of early
warning systems offer little in the way of exciting film footage or moving stories.
Must vulnerable human beings actually suffer dire need before they are deemed
worthy of attention and assistance? Is it fair, in the context of the discussion of 
globalization, for us to employ state-of-the-art technology and procedures to ever
more effectively protect our developed infrastructure and economic systems but 
to make only a fraction of these resources available to the Third World and thus 
further limit the South’s prospects for development? 

The Federal Foreign Office believes that it is unconscionable to wait to take action
until a disaster has actually occurred. It instead wants to help do all that is humanly
possible ahead of time in order to prevent or at least mitigate the often devastating
impacts of extreme natural events as effectively as possible. The old saying holds
true in the area of natural disasters as well: An ounce of prevention is worth a pound
of cure. In a suitably prepared environment, natural events have far less drastic
consequences, and fewer people end up in the terrible situations that necessitate
dramatic large-scale rescue operations in the wake of disasters.

Precisely as a result of their experience with humanitarian aid and countless oper-
ations in this field, the staff of the Federal Foreign Office’s Task Force for Humani-
tarian Aid know all too well what a difference it makes whether disaster reduction
measures have been taken in an endangered region or not. Time and again, relief
workers encounter people in dire circumstances who would not have suffered this
fate if corresponding precautions had been taken. Even very simple early warning
systems are often sufficient to enable people to escape to safety prior to flooding or
volcanic eruptions. In other cases it is up to lawmakers to ban settlements in the
flood plains of rivers and to promote or better mandate and enforce earthquake-
resistant construction methods. Much can be done in advance to avert or contain
disasters. Here, too, the Federal Foreign Office is an important driving force and
pacemaker for a fundamental change of attitude at international level, for the shift
from a culture of reaction to a culture of prevention that UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan has called for time and again.4

The aim of this brochure is to highlight this largely unknown and relatively un-
spectacular area of the Federal Government’s foreign policy by showing just how
the Federal Foreign Office helps to better protect the societies and economies of
vulnerable countries and regions from disasters precipitated by extreme natural
events.

Hans-Joachim Daerr 
Director-General for Global Issues, the United Nations, 
Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid 
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The Federal Foreign Office – the minis-
try within the Federal Government
that is responsible for coordinating
humanitarian aid and disaster reduc-

tion endeavours – has long worked to heighten awareness of the importance of
disaster reduction and further the translation of this approach into practical strate-
gies and measures. Instead of focusing solely on post-disaster relief, it also seeks to
support steps beforehand wherever possible to mitigate the impact of extreme
natural events. The Federal Foreign Office has extensive experience with the imple-
mentation of humanitarian aid projects. Through its Task Force for Humanitarian
Aid, it organizes, coordinates and finances between 200 and 300 humanitarian aid
projects each year. Precisely in the context of these operations, it has repeatedly
become clear that many human lives could have been saved and damage to prop-
erty could have been limited if appropriate risk reduction measures had been
taken in advance. Time and again it has become apparent that disasters generally
follow a similar pattern: Damage is most severe in areas where neither risk analyses

nor suitable construction methods have been employed, where neither informa-
tion services for the inhabitants nor early warning systems are available – in other
words, where no disaster reduction measures have been taken. There is hence a
close correlation between disaster reduction and humanitarian aid: The more
effectively the concept of disaster reduction is translated into action, the lower the
probability that a country will have to request humanitarian aid after the occur-
rence of an extreme natural event.

Since targeted preventive measures can considerably reduce the adverse impacts
of natural disasters on the affected population, expenditure in the area of disaster
reduction – in addition to saving human lives and property – at the same time
means savings in the area of post-disaster relief. This connection is evident from
studies conducted within the framework of programmes of the United Nations and
its specialized agencies as well as by the World Bank, reinsurance companies, and
organizations engaged in development cooperation operations. With its global
report “Reducing Disaster Risk: A Challenge for Development”5 published at the
beginning of 2004 and the Disaster Risk Index (DRI) presented therein, the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has made an initial comprehensive
attempt to develop a global index for measuring the vulnerability of individual

countries to various natural hazards.
On behalf of the Federal Foreign
Office, the Center for Natural Risks and
Development at the University of Bonn
(ZENEB) contributed materially to this
report, coordinating the analysis of
the problem complex “drought” by
German scientists and drafting the
corresponding chapter.

Disaster reduction is an interdisciplin-
ary and multisectoral task. The chal-
lenge for the Federal Foreign Office
lies above all in providing impetus to
bring the various actors together. At
the beginning, it fulfilled this interme-
diary function by broadening knowl-

edge of disaster reduction via the German IDNDR Committee for Natural Disaster
Reduction. It is hard to believe that as recently as 15 years ago no one had given

Fighting the flames of a forest fire in Boticas in north-
ern Portugal in July 2004.

Drought in India – the dry river bed of the Sabarmati
River in the Ahmedabad region. Failure of rains 
causes dry periods.

1. Disaster reduction – a challenge
for the Federal Foreign Office 
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would have been desirable if the models and experience from the pilot projects
successfully implemented at local level had been incorporated into government
planning by the next higher level of government or by the national government.
Funds had been made available by the Federal Foreign Office for follow-on projects
in the expectation that politicians would gladly copy time-tested models tailored
to their given culture and geography and apply them to other parts of the country.
Unfortunately, however, this was only rarely the case. In many countries disaster
reduction had not yet been sufficiently institutionalized and appropriately incor-
porated into national planning and government policy.

It was therefore necessary to pursue another approach as well. The next step for the
Federal Foreign Office was to also actively involve the political sector in the com-
munication process. This is to lead to the creation of a network of scientists, practi-
tioners and government representatives and thus facilitate the implementation of

a comprehensive and sustainable disaster
reduction strategy. Communication among
all three groups took place for the first
time at the Second International Confer-
ence on Early Warning (EWC II) held in
Bonn in the year 2003 (see chapter 2.4.).
The process launched at this conference,
namely to shape the basic framework for
disaster reduction at all levels as coherent-
ly as possible, is being furthered through
the participation of the Federal Foreign
Office in numerous international confer-
ences and in many international bodies.

Since 1999 the Federal Government has
worked to ensure that its disaster reduc-
tion strategy is reflected in the final decla-
rations and action plans of international
conferences. The World Summit on Sus-

tainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002, for example, also stressed
the importance of disaster reduction.7 The Johannesburg Plan of Implementation8

calls for a strengthening of the role of the International Strategy for Disaster Re-
duction (ISDR) of the United Nations and an intensification of disaster reduction
endeavours at national and international level. The UN / ISDR Platform for the

much thought to this issue! Later, when it
became apparent that too few scientific
findings were being put into practice, the
Federal Foreign Office began working to
further the exchange of experience be-
tween scientists and practitioners in the
field. A milestone in this process was the
International IDNDR Conference on Early
Warning Systems for the Reduction of
Natural Disasters (EWC’98), which took
place in Potsdam in 1998.6 In the course of
the conference colloquia, a wide variety of
links were forged between scientists and
practitioners. Prior to this conference the
Federal Foreign Office had already taken
significant steps to underscore the impor-
tance of this issue – through its support
for the German IDNDR Committee, natio-

nally and internationally, and, within the framework of the European Commission,
by enshrining disaster reduction in the decision establishing the European Com-
munity Humanitarian Office (ECHO). When the Federal Foreign Office conducted
an assessment of the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (1990 –
1999, see chapter 2.1.) in the year 2000, however, it became clear that practical
implementation of scientific findings was still sorely lacking (see chapter 3.2.). This
insight was essentially the basis for the Federal Foreign Office’s subsequent deci-
sion to initiate so-called “application-oriented” projects in the field of disaster
reduction. Since then, a major share of Federal Foreign Office funding for disaster
reduction has been earmarked for this area.

The Federal Foreign Office supports between 20 and 30 disaster reduction projects
worldwide each year (see chapter 3). Experience has shown that pilot projects at
local level, especially community-based approaches, are particularly successful.
(The best proof of success: Neighbouring communities have also wanted to benefit
from such “application-oriented” projects of the Federal Foreign Office.) Following
the initial phase of successful project work with German implementation partners
on nearly all non-European continents, however, it became clear that significant
limitations on efficient and effective project implementation were frequently at-
tributable to the basic political conditions in the recipient states. In many cases it

A catastrophic fire swept through a slum in the
Philippine capital city of Manila, destroying
2,500 dwellings and leaving some 22,000 peo-
ple homeless.

In the year 2003, more than 20,000 people were
killed in an earthquake that devastated the
Iranian city of Bam. Approximately 1,600 inter-
national relief workers from 44 countries were
deployed there on a long-term basis.
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Statements on disaster reduction 
in the Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation8

From the Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development:

“An integrated, multi-hazard, inclusive approach to address vulnerability, risk
assessment and disaster management, including prevention, mitigation, pre-
paredness, response and recovery, is an essential element of a safer world in 
the twenty-first century. Actions are required at all levels to:

(a) Strengthen the role of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction
and encourage the international community to provide the necessary financial
resources to its Trust Fund;

(b) Support the establishment of effective regional, sub-regional and national
strategies and scientific and institutional support for disaster management;

(c) Strengthen the institutional capacities of countries and promote interna-
tional joint observation and research, through improved surface-based moni-
toring and increased use of satellite data, dissemination of technical and scientific
knowledge, and the provision of assistance to vulnerable countries; 

(d) Reduce the risks of flooding and drought in vulnerable countries by, inter
alia, promoting wetland and watershed protection and restoration, improved
land-use planning, improving and applying more widely techniques and method-
ologies for assessing the potential adverse effects of climate change on wetlands
and, as appropriate, assisting countries that are particularly vulnerable to those
effects;

(e) Improve techniques and methodologies for assessing the effects of climate
change, and encourage the continuing assessment of those adverse effects by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change;

(f) Encourage the dissemination and use of traditional and indigenous 
knowledge to mitigate the impact of disasters and promote community-based
disaster management planning by local authorities, including through training
activities and raising public awareness;

(g) Support the ongoing voluntary contribution of, as appropriate, non-govern-
mental organizations, the scientific community and other partners in the manage-
ment of natural disasters according to agreed, relevant guidelines;

(h) Develop and strengthen early warning systems and information networks
in disaster management, consistent with the International Strategy for Disaster
Reduction; 

(i) Develop and strengthen capacity at all levels to collect and disseminate
scientific and technical information, including the improvement of early warn-
ing systems for predicting extreme weather events, especially El Niño / La Niña,
through the provision of assistance to institutions devoted to addressing such
events, including the International Centre for the Study of the El Niño phenomenon;

(j) Promote cooperation for the prevention and mitigation of, preparedness for,
response to and recovery from major technological and other disasters with an
adverse impact on the environment in order to enhance the capabilities of affected
countries to cope with such situations.”
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The Federal Government has been actively engaged in humanitarian aid measures
abroad ever since the mid-1960s. Responsibility for coordination of these activities
lies with the Federal Foreign Office. Responding swiftly to help people who are in
dire need as a result of natural disasters, epidemics, armed conflicts or domestic
unrest is one of its most important tasks. With its 222 missions abroad it has a very
good infrastructure at its disposal for backstopping humanitarian projects, which
are generally implemented by civil society.

The Federal Foreign Office views disaster reduction as the flip side of one and the
same coin and hence as a core component of humanitarian aid. Effective, carefully
planned precautions protect people from the forces of nature. They prevent the
death and loss of livelihood of countless human beings. Looking back over the long
period of time during which the Federal Foreign Office has been engaged in hu-
manitarian relief operations, it has become increasingly clear, especially in recent
years, just how little was done for decades – also by donor countries – to carry out
disaster prevention, mitigation and preparedness measures prior to the occur-
rence of extreme natural events in order to save human lives and property. The
more effectively disaster reduction strategies are implemented, the better people
are protected from the adverse impacts of natural events. At the same time, studies
have shown that in the long run, funds invested in disaster reduction yield savings
in the area of disaster relief that are many times greater than the original invest-
ment. According to the World Bank, the cost-benefit ratio for disaster reduction for
the 1990s was 1:7. Thus by investing approximately USD 40 billion in risk reduction
measures, for example, damage in the amount of approximately USD 280 billion
could be averted.

1.2. Disaster reduction and 
sustainable development 

1.1. Disaster reduction and 
humanitarian aid

Especially in the age of globalization, it is
essential for poorer countries in particular
that the fundamental prerequisites for their
participation in global economic activity be
ensured to the greatest extent possible so

they can fully exhaust their development potential. They must also protect them-
selves as effectively as possible from all factors that could have a negative impact,
including natural disasters.

Disaster reduction contributes significantly to the sustainable development of 
states and regions, for the more effectively the strategy of disaster reduction is
translated into action, the less dependent a country becomes on aid from abroad.
Through disaster reduction activities of their own or those of their foreign part-
ners, countries affected by natural disasters can themselves help to ensure that
upon the occurrence of an extreme natural event the foundations for their coun-
try’s social, economic and political development will remain intact or at least

Firefighting operations in Mariepskop in
the northern province of Mpumalanga in
South Africa. 50,000 hectares of forest were
destroyed in this fire.

Promotion of Early Warning (PPEW) in Bonn, an outcome of EWC II that started
operations in June 2004, will figure importantly in this context. The establishment
of the PPEW and the commencement of the work of the United Nations University
Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS)9 in Bonn in December
2003 show that the approach pursued by the Federal Foreign Office is the right 
one.
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sustain as little damage as possible. 
If natural disasters are more or less
“ignored” in a vulnerable country
and if risk reduction strategies are
not incorporated into its policy 
planning, a disaster can very quickly
wreak far more damage than it
would in a prepared environment. 

Foreign direct investment is under-
standably not channelled to coun-
tries where the probability of natural
disasters is particularly high and no
effective precautions have been ta-
ken, i.e. where the entire social and
economic sphere can be massively
disrupted by a disaster. 

From the standpoint of investors, di-
saster reduction measures and plans
at national level are an important
sign that even in the event of a disas-
ter, the country’s socio-economic
structures will become functional
again as quickly as possible. Thus in
addition to their direct impact – the
prevention of fatalities and property
damage – the disaster reduction 

projects supported with Federal Foreign Office funds in countries such as Afghani-
stan and Mozambique, for example, also contribute significantly to the rebuilding
of functional socio-economic structures in the wake of armed conflicts or major
natural disasters that have devastated the entire country.

Even though the overall conditions are particularly difficult in such situations and
it may appear more important to the local inhabitants to first have food, work and
a roof over their heads, it is precisely then – in the opinion of the World Bank10 –
that disaster reduction concepts and knowledge should be applied to reconstruc-
tion endeavours. Once an improperly designed house has been built, for example,
it is usually not torn down again, even if the norms for earthquake-resistant con-
struction have not been observed.

Top: Bridge severely damaged by flooding in the
department of Piura in Peru. 

Middle: A lake with a normal volume of 25,000
cubic metres in the highland province Dac Lac. The
lake has completely dried up as a result of persis-
tent drought. The ominous drop in precipitation is
attributed to the El Niño phenomenon.

Bottom: Frequent earthquakes in India hinder 
steady development in the affected regions.

In 2003 an earthquake destroyed more than 90% of the desert city of Bam in southern Iran (see the photo on page 8
as well).
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The objective of the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction was to
help ensure that natural disasters claimed fewer human lives and caused less prop-
erty damage in the future, especially in developing countries. To this end, an
IDNDR Secretariat headed by the United Nations Disaster Relief Co-ordinator was
created at the United Nations in Geneva, and all the member states of the United
Nations were called upon to establish national committees for the IDNDR. In keep-
ing with the spirit of the Decade, these were to coordinate all their respective 
country’s activities and plans to reduce national disasters.

Germany’s then Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher was very strongly com-
mitted to disaster reduction and saw to it that this issue was addressed at the high-
est possible level. He appointed State Secretary Günther van Well to serve as his
Personal Representative for Disaster Reduction and created the “German IDNDR
Committee for Natural Disaster Reduction” in Bonn. The Federal Foreign Office
provided the necessary funding. The Committee was to serve as a national plat-
form for activities in the field of natural disaster reduction and as an intermediary
and contact for other national and international institutions of this kind. Former
State Secretary van Well became its first chairman. At the end of the 1980s, the 
initiatives of the Federal Foreign Office converged with similar conceptual ap-
proaches of the German Red Cross (DRK). In the light of this development, it was
decided that the office of the German IDNDR Committee should be situated at the
DRK starting in 1990.

Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel (1994 – 1998) likewise attached great importance to
the issue of disaster reduction. In an address to the United Nations General As-
sembly in 1993, he was the first government official to urge the international com-
munity to improve early warning capabilities worldwide and support activities in
this field.

Other member states of the United Nations established national committees for
natural disaster reduction as well. Some of these, however, were integrated into

16 Disaster reduction – Germany’s cooperation with the United Nations

Towards the end of the 1980s, the issue of disaster reduction began to receive more
and more attention, first among experts in the field but later among the general
public as well. An important trigger for this development was the decision of the
United Nations to designate the 1990s as the International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction (IDNDR, 1990 – 1999). The proclamation of the IDNDR was a re-
sponse to two decades marked by disasters. During the 1970s and the 1980s, natural
disasters affected a total of 800 million people, claiming three million lives and
causing damage in excess of USD 23 billion.11 Particularly vivid memories remain of
the disastrous drought in the Sahel zone and the devastating floods in South-East
Asia12, each of which claimed hundreds of thousands of victims. Germany strongly
supported the IDNDR, vigorously working to improve capabilities in the areas of
natural disaster prevention, mitigation and preparedness, and has continued to
play an important role at international level to this very day. The Federal Foreign
Office has figured prominently in these endeavours to address the issue of disaster
reduction, especially in the context of the transition to the next stage following the
conclusion of the Decade.

2. Germany’s cooperation with 
the United Nations

2.1. The International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction
(IDNDR), 1990 – 1999 
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Geosciences), the Federal Institute for Geosciences and Natural Resources (BGR) in
Hanover and the Global Fire Monitoring Center (GFMC) at the Max Planck Institute
for Chemistry in Freiburg participated in studies of high-risk volcanoes in Indone-
sia and Colombia, the landslide hazard in China, the earthquake risk in Romania
and the fighting of forest fires in Indonesia.

Tragically, a particularly large number of natural disasters with devastating effects
occurred during the Decade: the earthquakes in Maharashtra (1993), Los Angeles
(1994), Kobe (1995) and Izmir (1998), the severe winter storms Wiebke (1990) and
Lothar (1999) in Europe, the typhoon Mireille (1991) and the hurricanes Andrew
(1992), Georges (1998) and Mitch (1998). Compared to the 1980s, the number of
major natural disasters rose by nearly a third14, more than two and a half times as
many people died15, and economic damage tripled16. This development made it
eminently clear just how necessary further endeavours in the area of disaster
reduction were and how important it was that the findings from the Decade be
implemented as swiftly as possible. 

Towards the end of the Decade, the critical question therefore arose as to whether
the framework for addressing the issue of disaster reduction should remain em-
bedded in the United Nations system, and if so, in what form. The United Nations
appealed to the member states to establish disaster reduction organizations or sup-
port the existing national and international committees and organizations. While
it thus once again underscored the importance of the issue of disaster reduction for
international cooperation, it initially made no statement as to how disaster reduc-
tion was to be organized at international level in the future. The European Union
(EU) and Germany, which held the Presidency in 1999 during this crucial phase,
strongly advocated the continued existence of a separate secretariat for disaster
reduction. To this end, Germany drafted the EU position, which was adopted by the
EU Member States in an internal voting procedure. A joint letter was thereupon
handed over to the Secretary-General of the United Nations by the then Head of the
Permanent Mission of the Federal Republic of Germany to the United Nations in
New York, Ambassador Dr Dieter Kastrup, in his capacity as the representative of
the President of the Council. The common EU position outlined in this letter fig-
ured prominently in the emergence of the present structure of the ISDR Secretariat.
After the end of the German Presidency in mid-1999, the following Finnish Presi-
dency further elaborated the common EU position. The joint draft on the future of
the IDNDR beyond the conclusion of the Decade once again stressed the impor-
tance of disaster reduction and coordination of global developments in this area

18 Disaster reduction – Germany’s cooperation with the United Nations

existing civil protection authorities or
engineering societies, which were as-
signed this new task. By the end of the
Decade, there were a total of 140 na-
tional committees.

The IDNDR Secretariat in Geneva was
assisted by a Scientific and Technical
Committee (STC). Germany seconded
Professor Erich Plate of Karlsruhe to
serve on this committee from 1990 to
1996 and the former Secretary-General
of the German Red Cross, Dr Hermann
Schmitz-Wenzel, to serve from 1996 to
1999. At the beginning of the 1990s, 
the STC formulated three targets of 

the Decade: the elaboration of maps illustrating the risks posed by natural hazards, 
the elaboration of disaster mitigation plans, and ready access for all countries to 
global, regional and national warning systems.

In the beginning, endeavours in the context of the Decade were very scientifically
oriented and focused above all on the technical possibilities for prevention and
mitigation of natural disasters. 

At the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction, which took place in Yoko-
hama (Japan) in 1994, however, it became clear that the technical means under dis-
cussion could only have the desired impact if an appropriate socio-economic and
political framework existed, i.e. if disaster reduction was integrated into correspon-
ding national plans and the affected population developed an awareness of exist-
ing risks and necessary action. The IDNDR targets were accordingly broadened to
incorporate socio-economic, cultural and political aspects into the programmes
and activities of the Decade.13

To illustrate the subject matter and goals of the International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction, projects addressing the different types of natural hazards were
realized all over the world. Here, too, Germany played a very active role: Within the
context of North-South research partnerships, teams of German scientists from
institutions such as the GFZ Potsdam (Germany’s National Research Centre for

The Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
Kofi Annan
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and expressed concern that the endeavours of the Decade would not be adequately
taken forward if they were not institutionalized within the framework of the
United Nations. To support disaster reduction, the EU proposed a secretariat that
was to be financed from extrabudgetary resources through a specific trust fund
and placed under the direct authority of the Under-Secretary-General for Humani-
tarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator of the United Nations. This struc-
ture could ensure the universal, interdisciplinary and intersectoral nature of the
secretariat. The proposal was subsequently adopted in Resolution 1999/63 of the
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and ultimately reaffirmed by the General
Assembly of the United Nations in Resolution 54/219. The road to this resolution
was not an easy one, however. For even when it became clear that the community
of nations favoured a continuation of the IDNDR in the form of a secretariat of the
United Nations, other organizational models were first discussed: an affiliation
with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) or an integration into
(instead of a status equal to) the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Af-
fairs (OCHA).

The successor secretariat was ultimately renamed the UN Inter-Agency Secretariat
of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UN / ISDR) and retained its
headquarters in Geneva.

Further information on the ISDR can be found on the Internet at www.unisdr.org 

outlining the original strategy of the Decade, was invited by the Federal Govern-
ment to hold an editorial meeting in Berlin. This also afforded representatives of
Germany’s political sector, individual ministries, scientific and research communi-
ty, media, business and humanitarian NGOs an opportunity to become familiar
with the subject matter and objectives of the IDNDR at an early stage. In March 1991
Germany hosted the constituent meeting of the Scientific and Technical Commit-
tee (STC) of the IDNDR in Bonn. Germany’s active involvement in the World Con-
ference on Natural Disaster Reduction in Yokohama in 1994 was acknowledged
inter alia by the appointment of the Head of the Division for Humanitarian Aid at
the Federal Foreign Office as the Rapporteur General of this UN conference. Under
the auspices of the United Nations, Germany also organized the two key interna-
tional early warning conferences that have been held to date.  

In addition to project support for the IDNDR Secretariat, where German experts
consistently held important positions, the Federal Government – also in coopera-
tion with the Federal Agency for Technical Relief (THW) – was actively engaged in
pilot projects of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs of the Unit-
ed Nations. Outcomes included conceptual and organizational improvements in
disaster prevention and mitigation endeavours “in the field”, i.e. the on-site coordi-
nation of damage assessment and internationally directed relief operations. Activi-
ties such as the International Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG), the Uni-
ted Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team and the On-Site
Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC) are prime examples of this cooperation.

The political backstopping for the IDNDR provided by the Federal Government
figured prominently in the success of the Decade. It was not easy to enshrine disas-
ter prevention and mitigation as a cross-cutting theme throughout the entire inter-
national system. Such a long-term approach – the successes of which were difficult
to communicate not only to the public and the political sector but even to specia-
lists and were nearly impossible to quantify concretely in the short term – had to
“compete” time and again with immediate humanitarian needs or the exigencies
of development policy. It is not least thanks to Germany’s persuasive powers and
political commitment during the Decade that today integrated prospective disa-
ster risk management has been embraced as a core component of sustainable
action and put into practice at all levels of national and international commitment
and within the United Nations.

Germany’s involvement in the implementation of the IDNDR within the
United Nations

For the IDNDR Secretariat at the UN, cooperation with Germany was helpful and
figured importantly in the performance of its tasks. The assistance provided by the
Federal Foreign Office encompassed the areas of conceptual development, project
support and political backstopping at international conferences and within the UN.

In the area of conceptual development, the Federal Foreign Office’s commitment
had already begun during the IDNDR preparation process. The International Ad
Hoc Group of Experts on the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction
established by the UN Secretary-General, for example, which compiled the report 



2322 Disaster reduction – Germany’s cooperation with the United Nations

Germany was and remains determined to not only
support national activities but also give impetus to
international developments in the field of disaster
reduction and fulfil its traditional intermediary
function by promoting ongoing communication
between the various levels and actors in this area. 

One of the high points of the International Decade
for Disaster Reduction and an important conclu-
ding contribution by the German side was the 1998
Potsdam International IDNDR Conference on Early

Warning Systems for the Reduction of Natural Disasters (EWC’98), which was joint-
ly organized by the German IDNDR Committee and the GFZ Potsdam with the finan-

2.3. The Potsdam Early Warning
Conference (EWC’98) 

At the initiative of the Federal Foreign Office, the German IDNDR Committee contin-
ued its activities after the conclusion of the Decade – under the umbrella of the
International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) and with the support of the
Federal Foreign Office – as the German Committee for Disaster Reduction (DKKV).
The DKKV is a registered association, not a government authority. It currently has
more than 40 voluntary committee members and about 20 long-term guest mem-
bers from the areas of policy, administration, science, the media and aid organiza-
tions. It is directed by an executive board, which has been chaired since 2001 by 
former Federal Minister Dr Irmgard Schwaetzer. Her predecessors in the office of
chairperson were former State Secretary Günther van Well (1989 – 1994), former
Federal Minister Hans-Jürgen Wischnewski (1994 – 1996), former Mayor Hans
Koschnick (1996 – 1999) and former Federal Minister Dr Norbert Blüm (1999 – 2001).
The executive board is supported by a scientific advisory board and an operating
advisory board. The members’ assembly of the DKKV consists of organizations and
prominent individuals from the political sector, the business sector, the media,
science and technology, development cooperation and the field of disaster reduc-
tion. An office with four staff members in Bonn handles ongoing administrative
and subject area-related issues.

The DKKV is the German national platform for disaster reduction, an intermediary
for organizations involved in disaster reduction and a contact for expertise in all
matters relating to national and international disaster reduction. The DKKV sup-

2.2. The German Committee for
Disaster Reduction (DKKV) 

Chairpersons of the DKKV: G. van Well, H.-J. Wischnewski, H. Koschnik, N. Blüm and I. Schwaetzer

ports interdisciplinary research on disaster reduction, the development of instru-
ments for disaster reduction and their enshrinement in other subject sectors and
policy areas, and the dissemination of findings from the field of disaster reduction
at various levels of the education system. It is not an operationally active organiza-
tion, in other words, it does not carry out operations and projects itself. Rather, its
task is to support research and development in the field of disaster reduction and
to enhance awareness of this issue within the administration, the political sector
and the public at large, inter alia through conferences. To this end the DKKV also
publishes a wide variety of writings and documents in publication series of its own
for experts and interested citizens.

Given the international nature of its work, the DKKV is largely funded by the Feder-
al Foreign Office. Thanks to the Federal Foreign Office’s ongoing close consultation
and cooperation with the DKKV, it has been possible to consolidate Germany’s lea-
ding role alongside the United Kingdom and Japan in the further development of
disaster reduction at European and international level. 

Further information on the DKKV can be found on the Internet at www.dkkv.org17 

Press conference with Klaus Kinkel
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findings could best be coordinated and integra-
ted into practical policies. More than 400 experts
and political decision-makers from 68 countries
attended the conference, including six heads of
secretariats and programmes of the United 
Nations and three representatives of Germany’s
constituent states (Länder) at Minister of State or
State Secretary level. Participants from each con-
tinent included three or four government repre-
sentatives and additional local politicians who
had recently experienced floods, earthquakes or
other disasters and were to represent their entire

region at the Conference. Nine countries were represented at ministerial level, and
the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) was represented by its chairman.

The Conference was opened by Federal Environment Minister Jürgen Trittin, as
Federal Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer had to decline on short notice. The Execu-
tive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Dr Klaus Töp-
fer, delivered the keynote speech, and the Federal Government Commissioner for
Human Rights Policy and Humanitarian Aid at the Federal Foreign Office, Claudia
Roth, stepped in for Federal Foreign Minister Fischer to moderate a panel discus-
sion at ministerial level at the conclusion of the Conference. In addition to the ple-
nary debates, there were more than 50 contributions on best practices and lessons
learned from Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe. 

The Conference adopted the following important documents:

— recommendations for an early warning programme containing many con-
crete suggestions for improvements, which was to be implemented by 2015;

— a policy advice paper that was to serve as checklist for political decision-
makers for steps to improve early warning; 

— a Conference Statement that underscored the increasing political impor-
tance of early warning and called on the responsible parties worldwide to 
implement the outcomes of the Conference. 

These documents and all contributions to the Conference may be called up at the
Conference website: www.ewc2.org

While EWC’98 brought together scientists from
all over the world and provided an overview of
the “state of the art” of early warning worldwide,
it at the same time highlighted the fact that effi-
cient and results-oriented implementation of
scientific findings was still lacking in practice.

The Federal Foreign Office therefore decided to
bring together representatives of the scientific
community and practitioners with representa-
tives of the political sector in order to further the
implementation of the existing body of knowl-

edge in the field of early warning. Together with the UN, it invited both sides to a
conference. Both the ISDR Secretariat in Geneva and the German Committee for
Disaster Reduction (DKKV) figured prominently in the organization of this confer-
ence and the structuring of its content. In October 2003, at the invitation of the
Federal Foreign Office and under the auspices of the United Nations, the Second
International Conference on Early Warning (EWC II) took place in the former 
plenary chamber of the German Bundestag in Bonn. The subtitle of the Conference
– Integrating early warning of natural disasters into public policy – underscored
the focus of the event: It should no longer be a forum for the exchange of purely
scientific information and experience but instead address the issue of how these

2.4. The Second International 
Conference on Early Warning 
(EWC II) in 2003

cial assistance of the Federal Foreign Office. This was the first major conference at
which science, research and technology experts met to share their experiences and
latest findings.18 According to the guidelines summarized in the concluding Dec-
laration of the Potsdam Early Warning Conference19, effective early warning must
be based on sound risk assessments. EWC’98 also addressed natural hazards that
had previously received less attention, such as forest fires and the El Niño phenom-
enon.

Federal Minister Jürgen Trittin (centre)
opens the Conference.

Claudia Roth moderates the panel dis-
cussion at ministerial level. 
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Disaster reduction in general encompasses all measures that help to prevent or
mitigate the impacts of extreme natural events on social and economic structures
in an endangered region. 

The impact of natural disasters varies according to the given overall environment.
Disaster reduction concepts must therefore always be oriented towards geograph-
ic, cultural and socio-economic conditions and tailored to the specific situation of
each endangered area. The fields of activity encompassed by disaster reduction are
extremely diverse and involve technical, pedagogical, social and political content.
While just one measure from just one of the aforementioned areas can indeed
reduce vulnerability to disasters, an interdisciplinary approach is essential in order
for disaster reduction endeavours to be effective in the long term. 

In contrast to disaster preparedness or disaster relief measures, which do not have
an effect until a disaster has already occurred, disaster reduction encompasses all
the steps that can be taken beforehand in order to prevent a disaster or mitigate its
impact. All action undertaken after the occurrence of a disaster, on the other hand,
falls in the category of disaster preparedness or disaster relief. All steps that are 
taken in order to be better prepared for an extreme natural event (such as the 
stockpiling of food, clothing, tents, etc. or the organization of emergency shelters
and the designation of helicopter landing areas) are referred to as preparedness
measures. Preparedness measures can also fall in the category of disaster reduc-
tion, however, when early warning systems are installed and people are trained 
to use them, for example. 

All other steps that are taken to reduce risk fall in this category as well. The rela-
tionship between disaster reduction, disaster preparedness and disaster relief is
illustrated in the diagram on the following page.

Disaster reduction is based on a sound analysis of risk. This in turn consists of a pre-
cise determination of the probability that one or more types of natural hazards will
occur in a given area (hazard assessment), on the one hand, and the vulnerability
of the examined region to these hazards (vulnerability assessment) on the other
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Disaster reduction is a cross-sectoral task that involves such diverse areas as envi-
ronmental protection and resource conservation, regional planning, organization-
al development, education, economic development, decentralization and poverty
reduction, to name but a few. An interdisciplinary and multisectoral approach dra-
wing on the input and cooperation of many different actors, also within the Federal
Ministries, is therefore indispensable for efficient and results-oriented disaster
reduction. At the Federal Foreign Office, three staff members at headquarters in
Berlin are responsible for backstopping between 20 and 30 projects each year. The
Federal Foreign Office, with its limited regular project funds for humanitarian aid
averaging EUR 40 million per year – from which disaster reduction projects must
be financed as well – sees itself as a catalyst for action in this context. In the long
term, the aim must be to invest at least 5% of regular humanitarian aid funds in
disaster reduction and to recruit or step up the involvement of other ministries for
disaster reduction as well.20

3. Projects of the Federal Foreign 
Office in endangered regions 

3.1. Components of disaster 
reduction 
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hand. Hazard and vulnerability assessments are interconnected. Initially, for in-
stance, a region is examined to determine, on the basis of the general natural envi-
ronment (climatic, geomorphological and geophysical conditions), which natural
hazards can materialize and at what intervals this can occur. A record of past expe-
rience with natural disasters is compiled as well, and attention is given to the possi-
ble impact of global climate change. 

In addition, factors that in reality serve to increase or reduce the abstract threat are
taken into account and incorporated into the calculations. The probability of 
flooding in a riverine landscape, for instance, could have increased as a result of a
straightening of the river and other construction work to make it navigable. On the
other hand, however, renaturation measures could also have improved the situ-
ation. 

On the basis of a sound risk analysis, maps and scenarios (inter alia) are then drawn
up, and appropriate precautions are taken to mitigate the potential impacts. In the
normative sector, the basic framework for effective disaster reduction can be opti-
mally shaped if it is enshrined in legislation and anchored in relevant institutions.
Parallel to these endeavours, pedagogical measures and information strategies
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Risk reduction ƒ
Preparations for 
the occurrence of      ƒ
an extreme 
natural event

Disaster reliefDisaster reduction

Rescue and recovery

R i s k  a n a l y s i s
Hazard assessment
Vulnerability assessment

M i t i g a t i o n
Infrastructural, normative and 
pedagogical measures

P R E V E N T I O N R E S P O N S E

H u m a n i t a r i a n  a i d

Main components of disaster reduction projects:

— Risk analysis: study of the meteorological, climatic and geological conditions 
in the region; compilation of a record of previous natural events; socio-
economic survey of the endangered population to ascertain their 
vulnerability; participatory preparation and updating of hazard maps 
(i.e. involving the affected population)

— Disaster prevention and mitigation: strengthening of existing disaster 
risk reduction capabilities; basic and further training of representatives of 
responsible institutions, including those from the education sector; 
infrastructural improvements; elaboration and enforcement of land-use 
and regional development plans

— Disaster preparedness: participatory drafting of emergency plans; 
organization of emergency accommodations; conduct of disaster prepared-
ness exercises; building up and strengthening of local disaster preparedness 
capabilities; implementation of early warning systems

must be elaborated in order to appropriately and comprehensively inform the in-
habitants of existing risks and give them instructions for proper conduct in the
event of the occurrence of an extreme natural event. The development of teaching
materials for the various levels of the school and education system plays an impor-
tant role in this context. But general information campaigns can prove very suc-
cessful as well: In 1993 and 1995, for instance, flooding on the Rhine reached the
same high level. Property damage in 1995 was nearly 50% less than in 1993, how-
ever, for the people living along the river had meanwhile learned to take the right
precautions at the right time.

Infrastructural measures can also be undertaken to prevent disasters or mitigate
their impact. Depending on the extent to which the population is endangered,
public structures such as dams, slope-stabilizing terraces and shelters must be
made available and early warning systems must be installed. In 1991, for example,
early warning systems made it possible to evacuate 350,000 people in the Philip-

Disaster preparedness 
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pines before the volcano Pinatubo erupted. The reliability and precision of such
systems is crucial, however: The trust of the population can quickly be lost if warn-
ings have been repeatedly issued without good reason and elaborate security 
precautions and protective measures have consequently been taken in vain.

3.2. Types of projects 
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The Federal Foreign Office funds projects that help to better protect people in high-
ly vulnerable countries and regions from the negative impacts of natural disasters.
Within the framework of these projects, the research findings of renowned Ger-
man scientific institutions are preferably to be implemented in an “application-
oriented” manner (see chapter 1). 

The projects financed by the Federal Foreign Office differ in nature. Most of them
are medium-term projects with a duration ranging from a few months to one year,
but a small number are long-term projects that can run for several years. Over the
course of the past years, 17 German governmental and non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) as well as scientific institutions and UN partners of the Federal
Foreign Office have been involved in project implementation (see chart; notes con-
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cerning the legend: non-governmental organizations: i.a. ASB, Caritas, DWHH,
World Vision, Diakonisches Werk of the Evangelical Church in Germany; govern-
mental organizations: i.a. GTZ, InWEnt, THW; scientific organizations: i.a. GFZ
Potsdam, GFMC, DLR; international organizations: i.a. OCHA, ISDR, UNDP).

There are new projects, follow-up projects and follow-on projects. The aim of fol-
low-up projects is to consolidate or broaden the scope of the measures implemen-
ted in the original project or to anchor these in national institutions. Follow-on 
projects, by contrast, have a new thematic or geographic thrust but are neverthe-
less directly based on experience with and the concepts of the original project.
Most projects are limited to a specific sub-region of a country. There are also proj-
ects in border areas between two countries as well as transboundary projects that
are carried out in several states or even worldwide, as in the case of conferences or
research projects or scientific further-training courses. 

The majority of projects are implemented in the context of a comprehensive strate-
gy such as national disaster risk management plans or sector concepts. The rele-
vant governmental authority is then the project partner on site, along with the
local non-governmental organizations. Disaster reduction projects can also be car-
ried out within the framework of reconstruction measures after widespread disas-
ters, conflicts or wars, as in the case of Mozambique and Afghanistan, for example.
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a number of different functions have already taken place to jointly analyze the cur-
rent situation with Afghan partners and instil an awareness at the competent min-
istries of the necessity of measures in this sector. The programme also encompasses
various further training activities for specialized institutions. 

Within the framework of this project, funding is also being provided for a BGR 
project to conduct a short-term analysis of groundwater quality in the Kabul area
as the basis for a new water-use strategy. As a result of extreme drought in past
years, unusually rapid population growth and a water supply strategy that – from
the standpoint of disaster management – was insufficiently thought out, the water
table in Kabul has fallen dramatically and drinking water has become contami-
nated in many places. (Instead of pursuing a precautionary approach and repair-
ing the damaged water catchment facilities and the network of sewers that had
proved their worth for hundreds of years, many new wells were drilled; as a result,
the groundwater is no longer used as an emergency reserve but instead tapped 
for regular consumption.) 

The aim of the project is to collect reliable data on drinking water stocks and, in the
process, provide practical training for local engineers to enable them to conduct
analyses themselves and bring alarming data to the attention of authorities and
politicians in the future. Funding is also being provided for a basic set of hydrologi-
cal measuring instruments that can be mechanically operated.

3.3.2. Prevention of flood disasters in
Mozambique

The living conditions of the people in Mozambique are severely impaired by natu-
ral disasters such as floods, cyclones, droughts and bush fires. These not only claim
human lives but also seriously hamper the productivity and development of the
country’s economy by causing large-scale destruction of agricultural areas, pro-
duction facilities and infrastructure networks. They thus pose one of the main
obstacles to poverty reduction endeavours. The country’s development suffered a
serious long-term setback as a result of the last catastrophic floods in the years
2000 and 2001, the consequences of which can only be overcome very slowly and
with great effort and expense.
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The people of Afghanistan are extremely vulnerable to regularly occurring natural
hazards such as earthquakes, landslides and droughts, for after more than two and
a half decades of war and the resulting destruction of the country’s entire infra-
structure there are no longer any disaster management structures whatsoever in
existence.

The Federal Foreign Office is therefore promoting a broad-based project imple-
mented by InWEnt gGmbH (Capacity Building International, Germany) in coopera-
tion with Afghan institutions, the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
(UNAMA), and German partners including the Federal Institute for Geosciences
and Natural Resources (BGR) in particular.

The aim of the project is to create a national disaster management framework
which, integrated into international structures, is to be in a position in the medium
term to reduce the catastrophic impacts of extreme natural events. To this end, 

3.3. Examples of projects 

3.3.1. Prevention of natural disasters in
Afghanistan – human resources development,
awareness-raising, political dialogue 

Left: Ceremony at the conclusion of a training course. Right: Groundwater analysis training course in Kabul. 



Each year during the rainy
season, the part of El Salvador
(Ahuachapán) bordering Gua-
temala experiences floods
and landslides that pose an
acute threat to human lives
and property. Due to its loca-
tion at the foot of the moun-
tains, the local river rises par-
ticularly swiftly during pro-
longed rains, spilling over its
banks and causing large-scale
flooding. The inhabitants of
this area are very poor and
have neither electricity nor
telephones. To make matters

worse, the region is very remote, so warnings issued by the central government
reach the people only after a long delay – if at all. At the beginning of the year 2001,
moreover, two earthquakes exacerbated the instability of the slopes, and the dan-
ger of landslides rose sharply. To better protect the settlements from floods and
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The Federal Foreign Office’s project in Mozambique meets all the criteria of a 
“Type 2” project as defined by the World Summit on Sustainable Development,
which was held in Johannesburg in the year 2002 (see box in chapter 1). It was also
one of the first projects presented by Germany at the World Summit. As agreed in
the context of the World Summit, “Type 2” projects are projects designed to solve a
problem in the area of environment and development that involve several donors
and several partners in countries or in an entire region affected by natural disas-
ters. The regional expansion of the project in the second phase was confirmed at a
meeting with the most important partners of the region at the end of 2003. At this
meeting, all the participants agreed on the measures to be taken, designated the
parties to be responsible for the individual tasks involved, and firmed up the subse-
quent course of the project.
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Since March 2003, the Federal Foreign
Office has supported a project carried
out by InWEnt gGmbH to enhance
human resource capacities for disas-
ter management. 

InWEnt is cooperating closely at local
level with the National Institute for
Disaster Management (INGC) and the
UNDP programme for capacity-build-
ing in this field. The objective of the
project is to enable the INGC, which
since 1999 has been the authority
responsible for the coordination of di-
saster management activities, to de-
velop an efficient disaster reduction

network. It is to involve not only the provincial and local levels of the INGC but also
all other relevant Mozambican organizations engaged in the area of disaster man-
agement. Within the framework of the project, training was provided for at least
one representative of the INGC in each of the districts of the country’s twelve prov-
inces in the areas of hazard assessment and reporting, including a uniform lan-
guage and computer applications. In this way the INGC was strengthened to the
point where an effective disaster reduction network could be developed extending
right down to the community level. 

At the same time, events were held for the country’s inhabitants to enhance their
awareness of natural disasters, impart knowledge of how to prevent and respond
to disasters, and further dialogue with the competent authorities.

In the long term, however, Mozambique cannot resolve the problem of flooding on
its own, for the nine largest rivers flowing through the country have their sources
outside the country’s borders. Experience from the first phase of the project is ther-
efore being applied to the entire region of the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) in a second phase through the creation of a regional network
and intensification of cross-border cooperation. The institutions responsible for
disaster reduction in the neighbouring countries are likewise to be strengthened
through education and training measures and linked with each other and with the
Mozambican institutions to form a supranational disaster management system.

3.3.3. Early warning systems for floods in 
El Salvador 

Rescue workers evacuate inhabitants of San Vicente. At least 
47 victims lost their lives in this flood

Severe floods are one of the main obstacles to poverty
reduction endeavours.
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late on the slopes of the volca-
noes. The people who live here
are exposed to great risk, for
the hazard presented by vol-
canic eruptions is exacerbated
by the prevailing extreme pov-
erty. The approximately 40,000
people in this endangered area
live almost exclusively from sub-
sistence farming. In past years
their vulnerability increased
further still as a result of rapid
population growth and the
concomitant spread of settle-
ments towards the volcanoes.

To reduce their risk, the Federal Foreign Office financed a project in 2001 to intro-
duce early warning systems in this region. This project, which was implemented 
by the GTZ, started out with an analysis conducted in cooperation with the nation-
al disaster control authority and the local population. Through scientific studies
and interviews with people living in the area, the actual extent of risk was assessed
and illustrated with risk maps. 

Seminars were then held to explain these findings to the inhabitants, the authori-
ties and decision-makers. After the people in this area had thus been made aware
of the actual risk they faced, it was possible to introduce simple disaster prepared-
ness measures and early warning systems and to establish emergency committees
for local disaster risk management. Test tubes filled with specific gases and embed-
ded in the soil, for example, reveal changes in the chemical composition of the
earth. A change in colour is usually an indication of impending volcanic activity.

In addition, an early warning system was installed that consists of radiotelephones
and emergency sirens. This system is easy to operate and can easily be maintained
by volunteers from the community who then sound the alarm in the event of a di-
saster. Emergency plans were drawn up in the committees that spell out the com-
petences and spheres of responsibility of all the parties involved. These plans were
subsequently tested in disaster preparedness exercises.
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landslides, the Federal Foreign Office financed a project there that was imple-
mented by the GTZ.

Experts first assessed the precise risk of these natural hazards. On the basis of their
results, action was then taken to raise the local inhabitants’ awareness of the situa-
tion. Planning workshops were held with representatives of the local communities
and municipal administrations as well as with other key actors from the agricul-
tural sector, the health sector, the police and NGOs. Individual tasks were defined,
and responsibility for each was assigned to a specific party. Up until that time, com-
munication networks between the different actors at the various levels had been
either non-existent or only very poorly developed. It was therefore necessary to cre-
ate and / or improve them. 

In cooperation with the affected population, an early warning system was intro-
duced that was backed up by the necessary training programmes and instruments.
A simple warning unit was developed that is powered by cheap 9-volt batteries and
is so easy to operate that no previous schooling is required. One part of the unit
measures the water level of the river via sensors mounted on a tree or a post in the
river. These sensors for a total of nine water levels are connected by a cable with
measurement and alarm units in the homes of volunteers. When water level seven
is reached, the units emit the first warning whistle. When the river rises to a critical
level, the responsible person warns other endangered communities that lie down-
stream or a regional reporting centre, if one already exists. This method has proved
to be very effective. It is inexpensive and optimally suited to local conditions. With
this simple early warning system, an alarm can be sounded in time for the inhabit-
ants to effectively protect themselves from floods and landslides in the future.  

3.3.4. Early warning at volcanoes in 
Guatemala 

Guatemala lies in a zone with a very high risk of extreme natural events such as
hurricanes, earthquakes, landslides and volcanic eruptions. There are currently
three active volcanoes in Guatemala: Pacaya, Fuego and Santiaguito. As a rule,
their volcanic activity takes the form of small explosions or the expulsion of steam
and gases. Occasionally, however, large quantities of ash are emitted that fall on
the surrounding area as ash rain. A layer of ash up to one meter thick can accumu-

Fountains of lava spew from the crater of the volcano Pacaya,
about 45 kilometres south of Guatemala City.



infrastructure and on correspondingly modified cultivation methods. Seven tree
nurseries were laid out as well, and the inhabitants of the area were taught how to
use trees and bushes to conserve water and promote food security.

The benefits of this project were twofold: On the one hand, it yielded direct im-
provements such as readily available drinking water at homes (eliminating hours
of hauling water), well cared-for animals, and higher agricultural output than ever
before. On the other hand, it also resulted in indirect improvements such as stron-
ger organization of small-scale farmers, greater independence from government
agencies, more active involvement of women in decision-making processes at local
level, and betterment of the health situation.
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Following the successful conclusion of the project, the local inhabitants are now in
a position to adequately protect themselves from the dangers posed by volcanic
eruptions. The project had a noteworthy side effect as well: The intensification of
communication among the communities and their joint efforts to develop prob-
lem-solving approaches have had a positive impact on the overall development 
of the region.

3.3.5. Prevention of drought disasters 
attributable to the El Niño phenomenon in
Minas Gerais, Brazil

The north-eastern part of Brazil is plagued by recurrent prolonged droughts occur-
ring in ever-shorter cycles. Thus far, however, El Niño researchers have unfortu-
nately been unable to deliver clear predictions concerning the regional spread and

intensity of future droughts. Precise predictions
are further complicated by the fact that the local
and regional environment has been strongly in-
fluenced by human intervention. One of the great-
est problems in the Minas Gerais region – in addi-
tion to drought-induced crop failure and death of
livestock – is ensuring an adequate supply of clean
drinking water for the inhabitants.

In a pilot project implemented by Germany’s Ca-
ritas in the year 2002, which was financed by the
Federal Foreign Office, discussions were held with
smallholders in 23 communities to explore the – 
in some cases self-induced – causes of drought-
related problems and elaborate a disaster preven-
tion strategy. Multipliers were trained, and these
in turn enabled the families to contribute to small-
scale structural improvements such as the con-

struction of household cisterns, the installation of water filters in homes, and the
construction of storage tanks and underground reservoirs for individual parcels of
farmland. At the same time, courses were provided on the maintenance of this new

3.3.6. Prevention of drought and flood 
disasters in Viet Nam 

Viet Nam is one of the poorest countries in the world. Natural disasters pose the
greatest risk to the country’s development and regularly cause great human suf-
fering and economic loss. Quang Tri is one of the most frequently flood-afflicted
provinces in central Viet Nam. Soil erosion resulting from floods is one of the fac-
tors regularly giving rise to droughts in the dry season.

The project carried out by World Vision in the year 2003, which was funded by the
Federal Foreign Office, was designed to provide training for the responsible staff of
local administrative authorities, improve emergency facilities, ensure water sup-

Construction of storage tanks and underground reservoirs by local families within the framework of a pilot project.
The laborious process of hauling water can thus be eliminated (see photo on page 40).
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In the year 2002, the Federal Foreign
Office therefore funded a GTZ project
that was designed to safeguard the
natural foundations for the liveli-
hoods of the region’s inhabitants
through improved land-use plan-
ning and, at the same time, support 
a reorientation towards other 
sources of income besides animal
husbandry.

In cooperation with the local institu-
tions and the local population, a risk
assessment was carried out for the
area that examined previous land
use, identified the main problem 
zones and explained the reasons for

degradation. On the basis of this assessment, a new land-use plan was drawn up
that provided for alternative income-generating activities (cultivation of fruit,
vegetables and fodder). A sustainable grassland management plan was elaborated
as well, including a strategy for better use of water. Where possible, degraded
areas were reafforested to prevent further erosion and improve the quality of the
soil.

3.3.8. Prevention of cyclone disasters in
Madagascar

Year after year, with increasing frequency, the eastern coast of Madagascar is bat-
tered by cyclones. These cause floods that are in turn often followed by cholera epi-
demics. Especially in rural areas, the inhabitants are often left to their own devices
in the crucial phases of prevention and immediate response. The German Agro
Action (DWHH) project dating from the year 2002, which was funded by the Feder-
al Foreign Office, therefore aimed to build up and strengthen permanent local self-
help capabilities. The beneficiaries were the inhabitants of the coastal area of the
province Fianarantsoa (approximately 90,000 people), most of whom were sub-
sistence farmers or smallholders and fishermen with low incomes. Following

42 Disaster reduction – Projects of the Federal Foreign Office in endangered regions 

plies during floods and dry periods, and prevent
soil erosion. To this end, courses were conducted,
the equipment of existing rescue facilities was
improved, and private households were equipped
with cisterns. Schools – as emergency accommoda-
tions – were equipped with their own cisterns,
which are used to supply pupils with clean drink-
ing water under normal circumstances as well.
Through afforestation and simple biotechnology
solutions (such as the planting of vetiver grass), it
was possible to stabilize dams and embankments.

All in all, the measures implemented in the con-
text of the project considerably heightened the
awareness of risk in the communities involved and

laid the foundation for concerted action to not only prevent disasters or mitigate
their impacts but also enhance preparedness for emergencies.

This successful example can also motivate other communities to invest in disaster
reduction.

3.3.7. Risk analysis for a drought-threatened
region in China 

The Chinese province Ningxia lies on the middle reaches of the Yellow River in
north-western China. This region is particularly severely affected by desertification
processes. Overgrazing has exacerbated the already difficult conditions created by
the arid climate. The soil has become seriously degraded, and severe erosion has
ensued. As a result of this widespread erosion, moreover, the little rain that falls
quickly runs off and is increasingly destroying arable land and infrastructure in
lower-lying areas of the region. These processes had already progressed to the
point where the provincial government had prohibited all grazing and forestry
operations in the area.

Flooding in the Mekong Delta forces people to leave their homes – 
this flood in the year 2001 claimed 146 lives.

Ships on the dry river bed of the Songhua River in
Harbin, the capital of the northern Chinese province
Heilongjiang.
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90% of these fires are set by human beings to clear land for grazing or building or to
achieve short-term improvements in soil quality to boost agricultural production.
In the long run, however, this leads to a vicious circle of erosion, declining agricul-
tural output, rising poverty, migration and collapse of social structures. The aim of
a fire management project, funded by the Federal Foreign Office and implemented
by the GTZ in 2002, was to break this vicious circle.

Together with the rural population and representatives of the communities and
local forestry services, a strategy for resource-conserving fire management was 
elaborated and implemented. It was thus possible to comprehensively inform the
people living in the affected area about the consequences of bush and forest fires
and heighten their awareness of this issue. 

The first step of the project was to take stock of the situation and enter the results
on vegetation maps. Then the vulnerability of various sub-regions to fire was as-
sessed and depicted on fire risk maps. On the basis of these risk maps, the affected
parties elaborated an appropriate fire management strategy comprising both
monitoring and fire-fighting mechanisms and summarized this strategy on an
information sheet adapted to the given sub-region. Easily comprehensible pro-
grammes on bush and forest fires were prepared with the aid of project funding

and broadcasted by the radio stations. 
In addition, the existing legislation on
prevention of wildland fires and punish-
ment of infractions, which had previously
been available only in French, was trans-
lated into Malagasy and discussed with
the experts and the local population. 

All of these measures served to heighten
people’s awareness of the issue of wild-
land fires and enhance their understand-
ing of the importance of sustainable use
of resources. The fire management con-
cept elaborated in the context of the 
project has continued to play a crucial
role in reducing the incidence of bush
and forest fires in the region.
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an analysis of the high-risk zones and the
concrete needs of the population in the
target region, committed members of the
community were trained as disaster re-
duction experts, disaster preparedness
committees were established and 
equipped, and communication networks
were improved. A solar-powered radio
was made available to each committee,
for example. Schools received teaching
materials for classroom use to heighten
awareness of the problem complex
among children and young people as
well. A simple early warning system
(markers at critical places on rivers as
well as precipitation gauges at schools)
was installed in the communities that can

easily be operated by the inhabitants themselves (a red flag is raised when a storm
is approaching). 

At the conclusion of the project, the efficiency of the disaster reduction project and
the commitment of the trained members of the community were successfully put
to the test during tropical cyclone Fari. There were no widespread outbreaks of
infectious diseases, and the infrastructure was restored to working order within a
brief period of time. This considerably increased the motivation of the inhabitants
to pursue the course upon which they had embarked. 

3.3.9. Fire management in Madagascar

Madagascar’s climate is marked by prevailing easterly winds. In combination with
the topography of the island, this results in an extremely uneven distribution of
precipitation. Very little rain falls on the western coast, and to make matters worse,
this rainfall is limited to the months of December through March. Time and again
during the lengthy dry season, the country is consequently afflicted by wildland
fires that swiftly spread across large areas, destroying property and claiming many
human lives.

Building up and strengthening permanent local
self-help capabilities in the area of early storm
warning.

The bush and grass fires raging in the moun-
tainous regions of Madagascar hinder the
growth of new forests and, in the long run, 
lead to the destruction of the habitat of the 
rural population.
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3.3.11. International training courses 
for seismologists 

After the admission of the German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR) to UNESCO in 1976,
the scientific institutions of the GDR were
called upon to submit proposals for possi-
ble contributions to ongoing UNESCO pro-
grammes. The GDR Academy of Sciences
thereupon proposed in 1979 that interna-
tional training courses for seismologists
be established at the Central Institute of
Physics of the Earth (ZIPE) in Potsdam –
the predecessor institution of today’s GFZ
Potsdam – and that between 15 and 20
scholarships be made available each year
for participants from developing coun-
tries.

Since 1980, these courses have been a permanent fixture in the training opportuni-
ties supported by UNESCO in the field of the geosciences and disaster reduction.
When the GDR Academy of Sciences was dissolved in 1990, the funding and con-
tinuation of these courses initially appeared to be in jeopardy. In 1991, however, 
the Federal Foreign Office took over the funding of the training courses, which
have remained under the direction of Prof. Peter Bormann. The location of the
courses alternates on an annual basis between Potsdam and a developing country
(previous locations: India (1993), Nicaragua (1995), Kenya (1997), China (1999), Chile
(2001) and South Africa (2003).

The courses are oriented towards practice in the field. They provide an introduc-
tion to the respective theoretical, methodological and technological fundamentals
and are complemented by extensive hands-on and computer-based exercises. The
aim is to foster an understanding of the interdisciplinary nature of both the prob-
lems associated with and the requirements of disaster risk monitoring and disaster
reduction and enable participants to solve problems on their own. The courses are
geared above all to young scientific and technical experts from developing coun-
tries who have already earned an engineering degree and are still at the beginning
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3.3.10. Development of a global fire 
management network 

In many regions of the world,
spontaneous ignition of bush fires
and slash-and-burn clearance of
wildlands for agricultural use are
everyday occurrences. More and
more often, however, rapid popu-
lation growth and attendant 
changes in land use are upsetting
the previous balance of nature. 

A sharp rise in the incidence of
bush fires under extreme climatic
conditions in Southeast Asia, for
instance, not only poses great risks
to the health and lives of the af-
fected population but also causes
considerable damage to the econo-
mies of the affected countries.
Secondary consequences such as
droughts, landslides and floods 
frequently ensue as well. 

In the interest of sustainable de-
velopment, the Federal Foreign 
Office is therefore supporting the
development of a global fire man-
agement network, the “Global
Wildland Fire Network”, which is
being organized under the direc-

tion of Prof. Johann Georg Goldammer by the Global Fire Monitoring Center (GFMC)
at the Max Planck Institute for Chemistry in Freiburg. The purpose of this network
is to further the regional and international exchange of experience and scientific
findings on the management of wildland fires.

Top: Fighting a forest fire on Little Red Mountain near
Medford, Oregon (USA). Bottom: Fighting a forest fire in
the vicinity of Rio Maior in Portugal.

Training in the calibration of seismometers (trai-
ning course in Potsdam in 1992)
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For years the Federal Foreign Office has successfully 
worked to anchor disaster reduction as a cross-cutting
theme at all levels of scientific, practical and political
endeavour and to network the various actors involved. 
It will continue its efforts to further disaster reduction

both nationally and internationally in the future as well, championing this issue in
the relevant bodies and ensuring that it occupies a prominent place on conference
agendas. To underscore this commitment, it has provided knock-on financing for
the UN / ISDR Platform for the Promotion of Early Warning (PPEW), which was cre-
ated in response to the Second International Conference on Early Warning (EWC II)
initiated by the Federal Foreign Office and took up its work in Bonn in May 2004.

The important task now is to continue the course that was initiated with the Pots-
dam Process (EWC’98) and led to the Bonn Process (EWC II) and ensure that it is
translated into concrete action. The Federal Foreign Office will do its part to further
this process at institutional level by maintaining constant contact with and sup-
porting the work of the ISDR, the DKKV, and other organizations and institutions
engaged in the field of disaster reduction. This is the level at which the overall 
framework within which disaster reduction takes place must be defined and 
shaped as optimally as possible. Changes will be necessary in order to accomplish
this: changes in relevant legislation, in the utilization of resources, in the education
system, and in economic development in general. A future-oriented, multisectoral,
interdisciplinary approach is essential for the success of this endeavour. Looking
ahead, the networking of disaster reduction platforms in Europe, launched by the
DKKV in Bad Honnef in 2003, through a gradual deepening of cooperation with
the quite heterogeneous actors of the EU Member States and Switzerland will play
an important role in this process, both within the EU and in the context of interna-
tional project cooperation. To this end, the Federal Foreign Office will continue to
function as an intermediary in the future, giving impetus to disaster reduction ef-
forts at various levels. Fostering a change of attitude at government level – both in
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of their careers. However, they are also open to older participants who can function
as multipliers, such as professors and university lecturers. In the case of the courses
held in developing countries, experts from the host country or neighbouring 
countries are included in the team of instructors and key regional problems are
addressed. 

The content of the courses focuses primarily on the causes and effects of geological
natural disasters, seismological techniques for monitoring earthquake, tsunamic
and volcanic activity, methods of evaluating and analyzing seismological readings,
earthquake statistics and hazard risk assessment, local earthquake effects, and con-
clusions for choice of location, building codes, risk assessment, disaster reduction
and disaster risk management.

Outlook

“Disaster prevention and management affects many areas
of public and private life and is a core dimension of a strate-
gy for sustainable development.”

4. Outlook
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countries where projects are implemented and in donor countries (at the EU Com-
mission’s directorates-general responsible for EU development policy, for instance,
but also at country divisions such as those of the Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development) – is the basic prerequisite for ensuring that mea-
sures can be implemented in a meaningful way and with the necessary political 
backing.

In its practical work on site, the Federal Foreign Office will continue to promote the
implementation of new findings from the field of disaster reduction in projects
abroad. The examples presented on the foregoing pages show that the projects
funded by the Federal Foreign Office are not only successful but also exemplary in
view of the positive changes they bring about – often within just a very short time.
Especially in rural and impoverished areas, disaster reduction can be carried out by
simple means adapted to local circumstances. As a next step, it will be important to
ensure that the affected countries are in a position to seize the initiative themselves
and launch and successfully implement new local, national and regional disaster
reduction projects. On the basis of experience gained at regional and national lev-
el, they can then independently elaborate new project proposals and strategies. 

All this makes one thing eminently clear: Disaster prevention and mitigation is
inevitably a long-term exercise. Even if adequate precautions are taken, disasters
will not disappear overnight. The Federal Foreign Office will therefore continue to
make financial resources available for disaster reduction. It firmly intends to spend
at least 5% of the regular humanitarian aid budget on disaster reduction measures
in the coming years as well. Steps are also to be taken to implement the outcomes
of EWC II in future project work – in projects for advisory services to governments,
for example. The principles and guidelines for policymakers set out at ECW II are a
useful point of departure for this endeavour.

The World Conference on Disaster Reduction (WCDR) to be held in Kobe, Japan, in
January 2005 will afford a further opportunity to review the action taken thus far
in the field of disaster reduction and craft a vision for the next decade. As the repre-
sentative of the Western Europe and Others Group, Germany has been elected one
of the five members of the Bureau and thus once again has a chance to set forward-
looking priorities geared to improving disaster reduction.

1 See Munich Re Group, “TOPICS geo – Annual Review: Natural Catastrophes 
2003”.

2 Munich Reinsurance Company, press release of 29 December 2003.
3 UNDP Global Report “Reducing Disaster Risk: A Challenge for Development” 

(former working title: World Vulnerability Report), 2004. 
4 Most recently: See inter alia the Foreword to “Living with Risk – A global review of 

disaster reduction initiatives”, Geneva, July 2002.
5 May be called up at www.unisdr.org
6 Zschau-Küppers, “Early Warning Systems for Natural Disaster Reduction”, 

Springer, 2003.
7 In the run-up to the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), the 

Federal Foreign Office launched numerous successful initiatives to incorporate 
the subject of disaster reduction into the final declarations of the summit 
meetings of the president of the European Commission and the heads of state 
and government of the European Union with the heads of state and government 
of Asian states (ASEM, 1998), Latin American and Caribbean states (Rio de Janeiro, 
1999) and African states (Cairo, 2000). It is thanks inter alia to these initiatives 
that disaster reduction was accorded such prominence in the WSSD Plan of 
Implementation.

8 Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development, Annex, Plan of 
Implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (Document 
A/CONF.199/20).
Box on pages 10 and 11: Ibid., Chapter IV: Protecting and managing the natural 
resource base of economic and social development, No. 37, pp. 27 – 28.

9 See the documentation published by the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research (BMBF) and the Ministry of Higher Education and Research of Land 
North Rhine-Westphalia, “Human Security and Natural Disasters” – Objectives 
and Purposes of the Research and Training Center “Environment and Human 
Security” of the United Nations University in Bonn, Germany, 2003.

10 See www.worldbank.org/hazards/
11 UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/43/202.
12 Especially in Bangladesh.
13 See Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World at 

www.unisdr.org/eng/about_isdr/bd-yokohama-strat-eng.htm
14 Munich Re Group, “topics 2000”.

5. Endnotes
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15 Munich Re Group, “topics 2000”.
16 Munich Re Group, “topics 2000”.
17 Special reference is made in this context to the comprehensive presentation of 

the work of the German IDNDR Committee during the period 1990 – 1999 in 
Plate / Merz (Hrsg.), “Naturkatastrophen – Ursachen, Wirkungen, Vorsorge”, 
Springer 1999.

18 See endnote No. 7.
19 May be called up at www.gfz-potsdam.de/ewc98/finaldec.html
20 Worthy of special mention in this context are the GTZ advisory project “Disaster 

Risk Management in Development Cooperation” funded by the BMZ (the GTZ has 
already integrated disaster reduction into numerous pilot projects as an impor-
tant element and cross-cutting objective); the lecture on the topic “Disaster 
preparedness as part of the German Government’s set of actions for halving 
extreme poverty worldwide by 2015” delivered by Dr Ursula Schäfer-Preuss, 
Director-General at the BMZ, within the framework of the third DKKV forum in 
Potsdam in 2002; and the attention given to disaster reduction in the BMU 
studies on the Mediterranean region (Security and Environment in the Mediter-
ranean).

AOSIS Alliance of Small Island States

ASB Workers’ Samaritan Federation Germany
(Arbeiter-Samariter-Bund Deutschland e.V.)

BGR Federal Institute for Geosciences and Natural Resources
(Bundesanstalt for Geowissenschaften and Rohstoffe)

BMBF Federal Ministry of Education and Research
(Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung)

BMU Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and 
Nuclear Safety 
(Bundesministerium für Umwelt, Naturschutz und 
Reaktorsicherheit)

BMZ Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development
(Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Entwicklung und 
Zusammenarbeit)

DKKV German Committee for Disaster Reduction
(Deutsches Komitee für Katastrophenvorsorge e.V.)

DLR German Aerospace Center
(Deutsches Zentrum für Luft- und Raumfahrt e.V.)

DRI Disaster Risk Index

DRK German Red Cross
(Deutsches Rotes Kreuz e.V.) 

DWHH German Agro Action
(Deutsche Welthungerhilfe)

6. List of abbreviations and 
acronyms 
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ECHO European Community Humanitarian Office

ECOSOC Economic and Social Council (of the United Nations)

EWC’98 International IDNDR Conference on Early Warning Systems for 
the Reduction of Natural Disasters (Potsdam, 1998)

EWC II Second International Conference on Early Warning (Bonn, 2003)

GFMC Global Fire Monitoring Center (at the Max Planck Institute for 
Chemistry, Freiburg)
(Globales Zentrum für Waldbrandüberwachung am Max-Planck-
Institut für Chemie)

GFZ GFZ Potsdam, Germany’s National Research Centre for 
Geosciences 
(GeoForschungsZentrum Potsdam)

GTZ Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit mbH (GTZ) 

IDNDR International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction 
(1990 – 1999)

INGC National Institute for Disaster Management (Mozambique)
(Instituto Nacional de Gestão de Calamidades)

InWEnt Capacity Building International, Germany
(Internationale Weiterbildung and Entwicklung gGmbH, 
established through the merger of the former German 
Foundation for International Development [DSE] and the Carl 
Duisberg Gesellschaft e.V. [CDG])

INSARAG International Search and Rescue Advisory Group

ISDR International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
(Headquarters: Geneva)

NGO Non-governmental organization

OCHA Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(of the United Nations)

OSOCC On-Site Operations Coordination Centre

PPEW Platform for the Promotion of Early Warning (Bonn)

SADC Southern African Development Community

STC Scientific and Technical Committee (of the IDNDR)

THW Federal Agency for Technical Relief
(Technisches Hilfswerk)

UN United Nations

UNAMA United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan

UNDAC United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination team

UNDP United Nations Development Programme

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

UNU-EHS United Nations University Institute for Environment and 
Human Security (Bonn)

WCDR World Conference on Disaster Reduction

WSSD World Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, 2002) 

ZENEB Center for Natural Risks and Development (Bonn)
(Zentrum für Naturrisiken und Entwicklung)

ZIPE Central Institute of Physics of the Earth (Potsdam)
(Zentralinstitut für Physik der Erde)
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