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Foreword
This first edition of the Regional Assessment Report on Disaster Risk in Latin America and the Caribbean
(RAR-LAC 2021) by the United Nations is not limited to providing an account of the progress made towards
meeting the targets of the Sendai Framework since its adoption in 2015 by the governments of 187 countries,
but it also analyses the root causes, risk drivers and the manifestations of risk that are leading to increasingly
devastating disasters in both human and material terms.
While some of the projected effects of climate change are already occurring in the region, a robust body of
research – much of it summarised in UNDRR Global Assessment Reports (GARs) — has concluded that the
unprecedented increase in the exposure and vulnerability of people and their livelihoods and the accelerated
destruction of the environment resulting from developmental and productive practices best explain the
consistent increases in disaster-associated loss and damage to date. The preparation of the RAR-LAC 2021
coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic, which spread rapidly around the world and which still seriously
afflicts the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean. The compound crisis triggered by the pandemic –
which meets the definition of a biotic hazard-based disaster – is seriously endangering the fulfilment of the
Sustainable Development Goals and the targets established under the Sendai Framework, especially when
combined with the effects of slow economic growth and the new disasters that are already taking place.
For the Regional Office of UNDRR for the Americas and the Caribbean, this scenario has provided a unique
opportunity to present an objective and uncompromising review of the actions taken to establish a new
paradigm for policymaking that aims to reduce and impede the construction of disaster risk. The RAR-LAC
2021 provides data, new knowledge on risk construction processes and indications as to how the much-needed
transformation of both policy and action might begin.
This report is the fruit of the close collaboration between the Regional Office of UNDRR for the Americas and the
Caribbean and those responsible for national and regional disaster risk policies, Latin American and Caribbean
civil society, academia, the private sector, national and international NGOs, and international development and
humanitarian agencies — all working together to build a better and safer world for all.

Mami Mizutori
Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Disaster Risk Reduction
Head of the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction
@HeadUNDRR
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Preface
The vulnerability of millions of people has increased to unimaginable levels in recent decades, and environmental
destruction continues at an escalating pace. As a result, the human and economic losses associated with
disasters continue to grow. A series of economic crises, increasing inequality, millions of people falling into
poverty each year, the replication of chaotic patterns of urbanization and the indiscriminate exploitation of
natural resources are driving the accumulation of risk in every country in the region.
To this complex regional reality have come new challenges. At the forefront are the COVID-19 pandemic, which
is still provoking a far-reaching crisis of global dimensions, and the extremely active Atlantic hurricane season
at the end of 2020 that severely impacted various Caribbean islands, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras and
Nicaragua. Beyond the loss of hundreds of thousands of lives, the effects of the complex crisis triggered by
the pandemic is difficult to estimate with any degree of certainty, but the region is experiencing an economic
setback that will severely impact the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the targets
of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (Sendai Framework). The Latin American and
the Caribbean region (LAC) is at the forefront of the crisis created by the pandemic, containing under 10 per
cent of the world’s population but close to 30 per cent of COVID-19-related deaths, and sustaining more severe
economic and social impacts than found elsewhere in the world. More generally, the COVID-19 pandemic
has revealed the fragility of the world economic system and the mechanisms of governance intended to deal
with crises of this magnitude; above all, it confirmed the need to go beyond a simple analysis of the visible
consequences of the greatest catastrophe of our time to reflect on the everyday conditions from which it
emerged.
To this end, this first edition of the RAR-LAC 2021 goes beyond a simple review of the progress made towards
meeting the targets of the Sendai Framework since its adoption six years ago. It takes a longer-term view,
analysing root causes, risk drivers and new dynamics that have accelerated the construction of risk in the
region since the inception of the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) in 1990.
The Introduction of the RAR-LAC 2021 describes the approach used to interpret risk and disasters in the report
and summarizes how knowledge about disasters and risk has evolved in the LAC region, including the transition
from disaster and emergency management to disaster risk management and reduction. The contributions
made by those working in Latin America and the Caribbean to building a theoretical and conceptual framework
for interpreting disaster risk and formulating global disaster risk management strategies are also highlighted.
Chapter 1 provides an analytical review of the different policy frameworks deployed by the international
community to reduce disaster risk, from the IDNDR to the Sendai Framework. It includes an overview of the
evolution of these instruments and a discussion of both the successes and lessons learned over time.
Chapter 2 provides information on the principal disasters that have occurred in the region and examines the
evidence available to understand current levels of risk. It also analyses the loss and damage associated with
disasters in recent decades from both an economic and social perspective, and their impact on development
according to different indicators with the intention of revealing the importance of investing in risk reduction
and prevention.
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Urbanization and its influence on risk is the subject of Chapter 3. Latin America and the Caribbean is one of the
regions with the highest rates of urban growth in the world, both current and projected. New patterns of growth
in the region’s cities and how they will affect the construction of urban risk – particularly in combination with
the effects of climate change and other hazards including those of biotic origin — are analysed.
Chapter 4 explores the governance of risk reduction in depth. It begins by delineating what comprehensive
governance for risk reduction should include and analyses the institutional and policy changes that have taken
place in 26 countries in the region. The chapter ends with a discussion of the challenges to constructing an
agenda for disaster risk reduction and prevention going forward.
Chapter 5 summarizes the most important points of the RAR-LAC 2021, discusses critical successes in the
field to date and identifies the most urgent challenges to fulfilling the goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development (2030 Agenda) and the Sendai Framework in the coming years.
The Epilogue of the report reflects on the current state of disaster risk management and the changes that are
needed in light of the causes and results of the COVID-19 pandemic given the lessons learned in disaster risk
management to date.
Additional analysis and information regarding specific aspects of risk and risk management in the region are
presented in five annexes to the report. In addition, a series of 36 short contributions, generously provided by
academics, disaster risk professionals and practitioners both in the region and elsewhere deepen the analysis
and are referenced, quoted or commented upon throughout the text. All of these background documents are
available on the UNDRR website.
The RAR-LAC 2021 reveals the need for major changes in the way risk and its causes are understood. For quite
some time, the LAC region has been among the world’s most active in the search for disaster risk reduction and
prevention. It is home to a growing and increasingly diverse community of practitioners and professionals who
have made important theoretical and conceptual contributions to understanding risk, and whose experience
and talent has enriched both debate and practice for over four decades. The current state of the world demands
a paradigm shift in the interpretation of risk and the ways to reduce and prevent it, and this community and
others in the region constitute the greatest asset to ushering in this transformation. We hope this first edition of
RAR-LAC 2021 will spark debate, consolidate thinking and serve as further motivation for these much-needed
changes.

1

See Lavell, A. (2020); Lejtreger, R. (2020); Wilkinson, E. and A. Caroca Fernández (2020); Wilkinson, E., et al. (2020); and Wilkinson, E., et al. (2020a).
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Dedication
During the preparation of the RAR-LAC 2021, three close friends and colleagues in the field of disaster risk management
were lost due to COVID-19 and other circumstances. They were Lily Caballeros, Luis Romano and Dennis Miletti.
Lily was a professor in the Latin American Social Work Masters Programme at the National University of Honduras and a
recognised authority in urban studies and development prior to entering the field of disaster risk management 25 years
ago. In her work with universities, NGOs and more recently the World Bank, Lily brought her loving, easy, frank, down-toearth and direct manner to both knowledge and practice in Central America and beyond. She was the author of numerous
publications and reports and contributed a background paper to this report.
Luis was an economist and graduate of the José Simeón Cañas Central American University (UCA) in San Salvador, El
Salvador and dedicated his whole academic and professional life to disasters. He was a pioneer of social science research
in Latin America and an early member of the Centre for Disaster Protection (CEPRODE), one of the very first NGOs created
to deal with the effects of disasters in the 1980s. He continued to be affiliated with CEPRODE and served as its director in
the 2000s, and also served as a consultant to various agencies and NGOs. Luis was widely published and a contributor to
the State of the Region report developed in Costa Rica and was the only Salvadorean member of the group that authored
the highly influential 2012 IPCC Special Report Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance Climate
Change Adaptation. Luis wrote three background papers for the RAR-LAC 2021.
Dennis Miletti was a well-known expert in disaster and risk communication, professor emeritus of sociology and former
Director of the Natural Hazards Centre at the University of Colorado Boulder. He was best known for his 1999 publication
Disasters by Design, a comprehensive assessment of natural hazard research in the United States that established a
framework for planning sustainable mitigation work that affected discussions and practice in many other countries.
Dennis is described by his colleagues at Boulder as trailblazing, wise and compelling in his ability to do serious research
and to present it in a convincing way. Although he was not a direct contributor to this report, his i deas and thought are
included in its pages.
Lily, Luis and Dennis made outstanding contributions to our field and were cherished colleagues and friends. Their
contributions and presence will be deeply missed. This report is dedicated to them in loving memory.
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Introduction
The Third United Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction was held in Sendai, Japan in March 2015. Its
action plan was adopted by 187 countries, and it reflects the most up-to-date vision of governments and the United
Nations System on disaster risk and the most important challenges to be confronted before 2030. Previous editions of
the Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction (GAR) published by the United Nations between 2009 to 20152
made important contributions to the establishment of the guidelines, targets and objectives of the Sendai Framework,
while the 2017 and the 2019 GARs provided analysis and information in support of its implementation.3 The challenges
and targets laid out in the aforementioned documents serve as the reference point for this first edition of the RAR-LAC
2021. Its content, guidelines and analysis build upon that contained in these previous documents.
The Sendai Framework is the most recent in a series of international agreements on disaster risk that have extended
between 1990 and the present day for which the United Nations has served as the coordinating body. The Sendai
Framework, its targets, objectives and challenges are dependent on understanding the processes that both preceded
and distinguish it from its predecessors: the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR); the 1994
Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World: Guidelines for Natural Disaster Prevention, Preparedness and
Mitigation (Yokohama Strategy); and the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and
Communities to Disasters (HFA).4
The principal objective of this Introduction is to discuss the most widely used notions of disaster risk and its management
through a brief review of the most significant conceptual developments that took place between 1980 and 2005 in the LAC
region. This shared conceptual framework was achieved through the work of governments, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), international agencies, academia and professional networks, as well as through many discussions and debates
that took place in and beyond the LAC region over the last 40 years.5 Significant elements from this conceptual framework
were reflected in the HFA and are now included in the Sendai Framework. In addition, the most important disaster risk
management challenges that remained at the end of the HFA’s duration – now reflected in the text, targets and objectives
of the Sendai Framework – are identified in succinct fashion.

The GARs were published by the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) between 2009 and 2019, when UNISDR
became known as the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR).
3
See Box 0.1 for a summary of the most important contributions of the GARs between 2009 and 2019.
4
The GAR 2015 provides a complete summary of these agreements and the changes and processes associated with them. See UNISDR (2015).
5
Some examples of this body of work include: the creation of the first system of prevention and response in Colombia (and the LAC region) in
1989; the work beginning in the 1980s by NGOs such as Intermediate Technology Development Group (ITDG), the Centre for Studies and Disaster
Prevention (PREDES) in Peru and the Centre for Disaster Protection (CEPRODE) in El Salvador; and further work by many international NGOs
from the 1990s onwards. Among the latter group are development agencies such as the German Society for International Cooperation (GIZ,
formerly known as GTZ), the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
(SIDA), Global Affairs Canada (then known as the Canadian International Development Agency or CIDA) and the United Kingdom’s Department for
International Development (DFID, now replaced by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office or FCDO); humanitarian aid agencies such
as the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance of the United States Agency for International Development (OFDA-USAID) and the Pan American Health
Organization (PAHO); regional organizations such as the Organization of American States (OAS); and regional and national research, teaching and
practice networks (most notably the Network of Social Studies on Disaster Prevention in Latin America (LA RED).
2
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1. The Global Assessment Reports on
Disaster Risk Reduction (2009—2019) and
their contributions to understanding disaster
risk
The relationship between the GARs and the LAC region has been largely symbiotic: the
GARs have been a rich source of knowledge in the evolution of regional risk management
practice, and many concepts and tools developed in the region have been dispersed
around the world through the GAR. The reports have also identified failings in current
understandings of disaster risk, its management and its root causes and drivers through
analysis of both the progress made and the difficulties faced in achieving the HFA and
Sendai Framework goals.
Over one thousand academics and practitioners working in multiple organizations and institutions have contributed
to the preparation of the GARs over time by providing written analysis and other recommendations.6 Today, the GARs
serve as a vast academic and practical reservoir of knowledge that has made significant contributions to the advancement
of disaster risk management since the launch of the IDNDR in 1990. They have also been a very beneficial resource to
the most vulnerable countries and populations. The GARs have provided continuity to ongoing debates by restating and
advancing analysis of the basic assumption underlying disaster risk management practices: that the only way to reduce
and prevent risk and arrest spiralling human and economic losses is through the implementation of a holistic approach
that targets underlying root causes and the risk drivers arising from development paradigms and processes.7
The relationship that was established and subsequently analysed between development and risk in successive
editions of the GAR provided the basis for the Sendai Framework and the indicators agreed upon by countries through the
Open-ended Intergovernmental Expert Working Group on Indicators and Terminology Relating to Disaster Risk Reduction
(OIEWG).8 The linkages between development and disaster risk and the indicators themselves are also recognised in
other intergovernmental mechanisms and development agreements such as the SDGs, particularly those focusing on
poverty, cities and climate change (Goals 1, 11 and 13).

Over 450 papers were prepared specifically for various editions of the GAR. These writings, analyses, studies and publications are available at:
https://www.preventionweb.net.
7
Other important contributions to the field can be found in the external assessment report of the 2009, 2011, 2013 and 2015 GARs. See Le Quesne,
F., et al. (2016).
8
The Report of the open-ended intergovernmental expert working group on indicators and terminology related to disaster risk reduction (A/71/644) was
adopted by the United Nations in February 2017. It includes the seven global targets used to measure progress on reducing disaster risk. See United
Nations General Assembly (2016a).
6
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Box 1.
The Global Assessment Reports on Disaster Risk Reduction
(GAR): 2009—2019
GAR 2009: The first edition of the report, Risk and Poverty in a Changing Climate: Invest Today for a Safer Tomorrow,
debates the close causal relationship between poverty and risk, highlighting how disaster risk is disproportionately
concentrated in low-income countries and among their poorest populations.9 The report also emphasizes how
other underlying risk factors contribute to the construction of risk.
GAR 2011: Revealing Risk, Redefining Development builds upon the conclusions of the previous edition and
identifies public policies that address disaster risk and poverty. By using probability models of risk, it shows how
incorporating disaster risk reduction strategies into development planning could maximize benefits and reduce
costs.10
GAR 2013: From Shared Risk to Shared Value: The Business Case for Disaster Risk Reduction focuses on the
private sector. It demonstrates the benefit of investing in risk management to reduce losses and interruptions in
the capital cycle caused by disasters and argues that the responsibility for reducing disaster risk is shared by the
private sector.11
GAR 2015: Rather than a next chapter in the study of disaster risk management, the 2015 report evaluates the HFA.
Making Development Sustainable: The Future of Disaster Risk Management takes stock of the achievements and
the unmet goals that remained as the HFA’s term ended and discusses the future of disaster risk reduction and the
need for radical changes in the way risk is seen and addressed.12
GAR 2017: Atlas: Unveiling Global Disaster Risk is the result of a multi-year collaboration between a consortium
of scientific institutions and UNISDR. It is an interactive platform highlighting risk in economies and urban centres
through probability models that combine the exposure of people and capital with potential future losses caused by
earthquakes, tsunamis, flooding and tropical cyclones.13
GAR 2019: The most recent edition of the GAR offers new information on how to understand risk and its reduction
at the governmental, community and individual levels. It emphasizes the relationship between disaster risk and
climate change and discusses extreme events that may occur. The report also reviews the progress made by
countries in meeting the seven targets of the Sendai Framework, especially efforts to achieve Target E by 2020. It
also discusses the concept of systemic risk 14 and the need to build new forms of risk management governance
that include it. The report represents a major shift in the assessment of disaster risk by replacing the single global
probabilistic risk model used by UNDRR in the past with the Global Risk Assessment Framework (GRAF), which
brings together a multitude of risk models to better understand and manage systemic risk.

UNISDR (2011a).
UNISDR (2013).
11
UNISDR (2015).
12
UNISDR (2017).
13
UNDRR (2019).
9

10
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2. The evolution in understanding risk and
disaster and their management
Knowledge about risk and disasters has radically evolved in a short period of
time. One of the most important advances has been the shift from identifying
physical, biotic and technological phenomena as the principal cause of disasters
to highlighting the close linkages between human activity and the construction
of risk.
The analysis and guidelines for action contained in the Sendai Framework are based on four key developments in
understanding disaster risk that took place during the last 50 years and are discussed in greater detail in the following
sections.

2.1. Disaster risk is a social construct and
the product of incomplete and unsustainable
development processes
Since the 1980s, more and more attention has been paid to the manner in which disasters have impacted the
development of nations, communities, livelihoods and the private sector, including the degree to which resources
otherwise available for new development are diverted towards reconstruction.15 The relationship between disasters and
development and the conceptualization of disasters as “unresolved development problems” was introduced by Timberlake
and Wijkman in 1984,16 and variants of this notion are still used today (for example, the idea that disasters are the result of
“skewed development” processes was promoted in the 2009—2015 editions of the GAR). That disasters and therefore the
risk that precedes them derive to a significant extent from incomplete or skewed developmental processes is promoted
and supported by concepts developed between the 1970s and 2010 that include social vulnerability, dynamic pressures,
underlying root causes and risk drivers.17
The synergy between this progression of ideas led to the consensus that risk and disasters are the result of processes
in which human intervention plays a dominant role. When combined with the recognition of different interpretations and
perceptions of hazard and risk, the demand for a vision of risk and disaster based on an understanding of a given society,
its processes and actors became imperative.18 The contributions made to these ideas by those working in the LAC region
in research and practice is widely recognised both within the region and beyond.19

Cuny (1983) and Lavell (1999).
Timberlake, L., et al. (1984).
17
These latter topics are discussed in At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability and Disasters, which has become a classic since it was
published in 1994. See Blaikie, P., et al. (1994).
18
García Acosta (2005).
19
To learn more about the contributions of researchers and practitioners during the 1980s and 1990s, see the work of Maskrey, A., et al. (1986);
Lovón Zavala, G., et al. (1985); Wilches-Chaux, G. (1993); and Lavell, A. (2004).
15
16
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Approaching both risk and disasters as socially constructed phenomena has challenged, eroded and arguably
eliminated other long-standing interpretations that were based on nature or God. The most recent and important of these
was the so-called “physicalist” viewpoint, which deems physical hazards to be the main — if not unilateral — cause of
disasters, thus their being referred to as “natural disasters”.20 While the transition to viewing risks and disasters21 as
socially constructed has led to the widescale rejection of the concept of natural disasters by many actors – including
by UNDRR itself — its use persists among many influential development, insurance and financial providers, as well as
among the press and the general public. This led to UNDRR’s 2020 campaign aimed at eliminating the use of the term in
the workplace and in official documents.22 With the passage of time, progress in understanding and managing risk has
been achieved not only by placing greater emphasis on its connection to human activity, but through the promotion of
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches to knowledge production.23
The recognition by many in the region that disasters are the result of the actualization or materialization of preexisting risk conditions – that is, that disasters occur due to certain physical, biotic, technological or social hazards
interacting with vulnerable and exposed communities, livelihoods or infrastructure – has led to an increased focus on risk
as a key concept in understanding, reducing and controlling the occurrence and impact of disasters (and in preventing
or controlling the construction of risk and the impacts it may have). Disaster reduction and disaster risk reduction are
different, as are disaster risk prevention and disaster prevention, and these differences imply that a significant change in
emphasis as well as in the forms of governance are required.

2.2. The complexity
components

of

risk

and its

To shift from a view of disasters and risk that focuses on natural hazards to one that recognizes that human
activity contributes substantially to the physical, social and economic impact of disasters requires a more complex
understanding and a more integrated approach to analysing the different social and physical factors that contribute
to risk. The characteristics, intensities and return periods of hazards; the complexity of vulnerability and exposure; and
the ways risk is considered and rationalised by different social groups and actors must all be understood. This includes
a comprehension of how risk can be either an opportunity, a disadvantage or a potential loss according to the different
goals, life experiences and social status of those that either construct or must live with it. For example, the exploitation
and appropriation of the natural environment can be either rewarding and sustainable or construct risk, depending on how
this is undertaken and the goals of those responsible for it.
From the hazard perspective, the single natural hazard approach to the study and management of disasters has
been replaced by more complex approaches that recognize that multi-hazard scenarios are more common and can include
the coexistence of various natural hazards or a combination of natural, technological and social hazards interacting at
the same time and in the same place. Causal relationships were also identified in which an earthquake could generate a
tsunami, which could in turn lead to a technological failing or a disaster; similarly, a drought early in the season could lead
to wildfires and increased flooding due to the loss of vegetation and eroded slopes. While these contexts signalled the
presence of more complex hazard and risk scenarios, they also contributed to an understanding of hazards from a social
perspective and a recognition of risk scenarios not previously considered. This was one of the building blocks of today’s
understanding of systemic risk and its manifestations.
The term “physicalist” was coined by Hewitt in 1983 to describe views that equated disasters with the physical events that contributed to them,
and in which the hazard itself explained the level and type of disaster that had occurred.
21
The first document published in 1983 by the Centre for Studies and Disaster Prevention (PREDES) was titled “Disasters are Not Natural” and was
later reproduced in Maskrey, A. (1993). Innovative discussions about the erroneous concept of “natural disasters” originally appeared in O´Keefe,
P., et.al. (1976).
22
Following the IDNDR and the Yokohama Strategy, use of the expression “natural disasters” was eliminated in meeting communiques and accords.
Both the HFA and the Sendai Framework refer only to “disasters” and place a greater emphasis on “disaster risk”.
23
See Oliver-Smith, A., et al. (2016) for definitions of these notions and more information on transdisciplinary research and action.
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A significant contribution from the LAC region – later incorporated into various editions of the GAR – is the idea of
socionatural hazards. The understanding that some hazards such as flooding, landslides, drought and land subsidence
(and the increased intensity of some existing hazards) are frequently related to social processes of environmental
degradation and change contributed to the acceptance of hazards (and not only exposure and vulnerability) as a socially
constructed phenomenon. This in turn fuelled the debate about the options for human intervention and control over a new
generation of hazards such as socially induced climate change and the hazards and extreme conditions that might result
from it – which is perhaps the most pressing example of socionatural phenomena at the present time.24
The consideration of the different social factors that influence hazards, vulnerability and exposure – together with
the recognition that disaster risk constitutes a specific type of risk that is frequently constructed and influenced by other
more routine, chronic or everyday expressions of risk25 – requires an understanding of the ways in which decisions
regarding risk and the options for reducing and controlling it are mediated by multiple social, economic and political
conditions that demand the attention of government and civil society. This suggests the need to take decisions concerning
risk and its reduction that consider the costs of intervention and the allocation of scarce resources as a trade-off between
potential profit, gains and losses.
This more comprehensive conceptualization of risk was driven by work in the LAC region and has led to an
understanding of risk as being intrinsic or endogenous to socioeconomic development itself. This idea was another
precursor to the notion of systemic risk, which rose to prominence at the 2015 World Conference on Disaster Risk
Reduction (WCDRR) and is reflected in the resulting Sendai Framework (and was further elaborated upon in the GAR
2019). The COVID-19 pandemic, along with Hurricanes Eta and Iota in Central America and southern Mexico at the end of
2020, confirmed the importance of understanding risk as a systemic phenomenon. This has been critical to stimulating
discussion about the need to develop governance models that – in the face of this constellation of increasingly more
complex and interconnected hazards and risk — will be better positioned to respond in the future.26

Box 2.
The Network of Social Studies in the Prevention of Disasters in Latin America (LA RED)
The 1992 founding of the Network of Social Studies in the Prevention of Disasters in Latin America (LA RED) in
Limón, Costa Rica was a pivotal moment in the LAC region. LA RED became the singularly most important influence
in the development, promotion and articulation of a social construction approach to understanding risk and the
governance needed to manage it. The creation of LA RED was motivated by the launch of the IDNDR in 1990, and
the apprehension that it would result in promoting a hazard- and natural science-based technocratic perspective on
disasters and their management. LA RED innovated beyond the disaster preparedness and response approaches
that international organizations such as the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance of the United States Agency for
International Development (OFDA-USAID) and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) had promoted since the
late 1970s.
LA RED was founded by fourteen professionals from six countries working in academia, NGOs and government
institutions and in the social, applied and basic sciences. They unanimously elected to emphasize unresolved
development problems (or skewed development) as the basis of disaster risk, and placed vulnerability, exposure, and
natural, socionatural and technological hazards at the centre of their analysis. This orientation originated in the prior
experience of the founding members with development practices such as urban and regional development, social
movements, community-based planning and efforts to make hard science hazard and risk evaluation tools accessible
to decision makers and the general public.27
The method used by LA RED to develop and disseminate its work facilitated its spread throughout academic and
practitioner circles in the LAC region and the world. This was supported by international and national development
agencies seeking to promote a socially based approach to disaster risk intervention.
The concept and definition of socionatural hazards is posited in Lavell, A. (1996).
The concept of chronic or everyday risk refers to social living conditions that reflect a failure to provide for people’s basic needs or that expose
them to such conditions. Chronic or everyday risk frequently results in marginalization, exclusion and poverty, all of which are often fundamental
to the construction of disaster risk.
26
See Lavell, A. and A. Maskrey (2014) and Lavell, A. and A. Maskrey (2019).
27
A more detailed presentation of the origins and development of LA RED is found in Lavell, A. (2004); Lavell, A., et al. (2013); and Lavell, A. (2020).
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LA RED’s comparative research, aggressive book publication programme, launch of the first disaster journal in the
region (Disasters and Society) and multiple conferences, seminars, meetings and discussion groups also enabled the
formulation and spread of new ideas on disaster risk, including those that have had a lasting influence on thought and
practice globally.
The active participation of LA RED in the organization of regional and international disaster conferences during the
1990s and in the first years of the 21st century had an enormous impact on the development of conceptual and policy
frameworks. One example is the 1994 Interamerican Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction, held in Cartagena
and organised by the National System for Disaster Prevention and Attention of Colombia with the support of many
international agencies (see Chapter 2). The resulting Cartagena Declaration 28 was guided by the work of LA RED, and
it had a significant impact on discussions held later that year at the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction
in Yokohama, Japan, particularly with regards to development-based social, community and participatory methods of
disaster prevention and mitigation. The 2004 Interamerican Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction held in Manizales,
Colombia and the resulting Manizales Declaration29 had a similar effect at World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction
convened in Hyogo, Japan the following year.
  
The effect of LA RED’s work is evident in the region and elsewhere. Between 1992 and 2005, its efforts were both
organic and organised, but in more recent years it has maintained its collective work while many of its members and
allies have assumed high-level positions in government, the United Nations, international development organizations,
NGOs, civil society and academia – a development that has impacted the network’s thought and practice. One founding
institution of LA RED, two founding members and two other close collaborators have received the UN Sasakawa
Award for Disaster Risk Reduction since it was established 35 years ago. In 2020, LA RED expanded its membership
and updated its practices related to research, content and presentation.

2.3. Intensive and extensive risk: from
environmental extremes to understanding
risk accumulation
Historically, disasters have been associated with the extremes of nature, long
return periods and devastating damage and loss. Now, disaster risk includes a
consideration of both extreme events (intensive risk) and smaller-scale recurrent
events (extensive risk).
The development of the DesInventar database by LA RED in 1994 and its extended use thereafter provided a means
for logging and analyzing loss and damage associated with hazard events regardless of their magnitude or intensity.
Supported by the United Nations from 2010 onward, DesInventar provided the data that allowed analysis of the accumulated
impact of extensive risks, especially with respect to weather-related phenomena in rural and marginalised urban areas.30
After Hurricane Mitch in 1998, the earthquakes in El Salvador in 2001 and in Mexico in 2003, DesInventar facilitated data
collection in affected areas and succeeded in establishing the severity of small and medium-sized disasters and their
impacts on affected territories and social groups.
Sistema Nacional para la Prevención y Atención de Desastres de Colombia (1994).
Interamerican Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction (2004).
30
For examples of this analysis, see editions of the GAR published between 2009 and 2015.
28
29
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The use of the notions of extensive and intensive risk contributed to the ongoing development of risk analysis tools
such as probability models, risk assessments based upon probable maximum loss, and the hybrid loss exceedance curve
(HLEC).31 These models contributed important information to the first five editions of the GAR. The contexts of intensive
and extensive risk were used to distinguish between different risk reduction strategies in which hazards, exposure and
vulnerability were weighted differently in the construction of risk. Both concepts — albeit in discussions about large and
small disasters — have been debated in the region since the 1990s.
In addition to the importance of measuring the impacts of small-scale events, understanding extensive risk also
revealed even more clearly that different social conditions (poverty and inequality being chief among these) render
people vulnerable to disasters, and that disasters themselves exacerbate poverty for large sectors of the population and
impoverish groups that had been previously unaffected. Learning from and working with extensive risk contexts provided
information and knowledge useful to the management of a major disaster. In the end, the study of small and medium-sized
hazards and disasters was a critical turning point that revealed the everyday risk faced by hundreds of millions of people
and its relationship to disasters.32

2.4. From the disaster cycle to risk
management as a process
The widespread acceptance of the fact that disasters are not natural; that a direct relationship exists between risk
and disasters; and that skewed or incomplete developmental processes generate risk drivers has inevitably led to the
confirmation that intervention and action aimed at reducing and controlling risk are possible. The stages of what was
called the “disaster cycle”, 33 in which a disaster was the pivotal point but its link to development was not considered,
have been replaced in many parts of the LAC region and in the Hyogo and Sendai Frameworks by terms and ideas that
emphasize risk-focused (as opposed to disaster-focused) interventions implemented at various stages of the risk-disaster
continuum. This new approach is captured in the idea of corrective, reactive, compensatory and prospective approaches
to risk management – all developed in the LAC region34 – that can be activated sequentially or together to respectively
address existing risk, residual risk, the resilience of individuals and communities, and the avoidance of future risk.
This classification of management approaches was developed with the idea of emphasizing the substantial difference
between the different management objectives, thus calling attention to the need to involve different actors in different
processes. This in turn gave rise to the concept of prospective risk management as a process for the management of
sustainable development and the security of investments and livelihoods. Here, it is interesting to note that although such an
understanding of management practices has been present in the LAC region since the end of the 1990s, only a few institutions
and projects – most notably Disaster Prevention in the Andean Region (PREDECAN) and the Central American Centre for the
Prevention of Disasters in Central America and Dominican Republic (CEPREDENAC) – incorporated them from the start. It was
not until the GAR was launched in 2009 that their use became more widespread in the LAC region and elsewhere in the world.

See Velásquez, C.A., et al. (2014). Probability models and the HLEC were influenced by conceptual and technical developments that originated
in the LAC region.
32
See Lavell, A. (1993) for an early articulation of these ideas in the LAC region.
33
The GAR 2015 dedicates a section to the origins of the disaster cycle, a model that predominated for many years in the LAC region and elsewhere
in the world. See UNISDR (2015).
34
This terminology was introduced in its early forms in Lavell, A. and E. Franco (1996) and in Lavell, A. (1998), and was articulated in greater detail
in Lavell, A. (2003). It was later incorporated into several editions of the GAR and codified in multiple risk-related laws and management regulations
in the LAC region between 2010 and 2020.
31
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3. The end of the HFA and new challenges
to the Sendai Framework
The Sendai Framework, in addition to inheriting the unfulfilled commitments of
previous agreements, must also address new drivers of risk.
As previously noted, the HFA reflected a departure from the concepts and ideas used to describe disasters and
disaster risk in previous decades.35 The Sendai Framework built upon these changes and added new concerns such
as systemic risk, the need for data platforms that allow systemic risk analysis, and the inclusion of additional hazards,
including those of biotic origin. While the most recent manifestation of the latter is the COVID-19 pandemic, the idea of
biotic disasters was introduced at the start of the last decade after the appearance and spread of Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS) and Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) in Asia and the Middle East.
While the HFA concentrated on improving disaster risk management structures, the Sendai Framework focused on
risk and its underlying causes and drivers. In a world characterised by the impact of climate change, a series of economic
recessions, the continued transnationalization of the economy, the growth of the informal sector, social disparities and
the weakening of democratic processes, a principal achievement of the Sendai Framework has been to confirm that
disaster risk reduction is an essential component of sustainable development, and not something optional to be achieved
alongside it. As a prelude to the analysis contained in subsequent chapters of this report, several of the most significant
challenges that have arisen under the Sendai Framework are highlighted below.

3.1. Diminishing underlying causal factors
and risk drivers, and challenges to effective
risk governance
Recognizing the relationship between skewed development and disaster risk, the HFA emphasised the
importance of monitoring underlying risk factors, identifying risk drivers associated with sectoral and territorial
development processes, and highlighting the absence of planning methodologies that took them into account.
In so doing, the HFA anticipated the growing demand for prospective management tools (which would be
later articulated in the Sendai Framework) that could exert a positive influence upon risk drivers and root
causes, as opposed to working to reduce risk once recognised (or responding to a disaster once materialized).
An assessment of the implementation of the HFA goals by the HFA Monitoring and Review36 revealed how little
progress was made in addressing underlying causes and risk drivers in the LAC region during the agreement’s duration.
Among the most important challenges inherited by the Sendai Framework was the need to encourage a system of
governance that established an explicit framework for both the responsibility and action that needed to be taken by
development actors, the public and private sectors, and civil society.37 Risk management in the LAC region must not be
concentrated within a specialized institution, but should be a shared task in which prospective risk management forms
part of the institutional DNA of all sectors.38
See Chapter 1 for a discussion of this transition.
Véase el Capítulo 4 de este informe.
37
The GAR 2013 emphasized the importance of involving the private sector in risk management by demonstrating the benefits of investing to
reduce the cost of interruptions to the capital cycle that disasters often cause. As a result, the private sector became more engaged in an issue
in which it had previously had little involvement and founded the Private Sector Alliance for Disaster Resilient Societies (ARISE), the first global
network in the LAC region in which private sector businesses actively volunteer to meet the goals of the Sendai Framework. ARISE is discussed in
further detail in Chapter 1.
38
See Chapter 4.
35
36
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3.2. The urban environment as the principal
scenario for disaster risk
During the HFA’s duration, the world’s urbanization rate surpassed 50 per cent. During the same period, some
countries in the LAC region became more than 80 per cent urbanized and very few ranked below the 50 per cent mark.
Disaster risk in urban centres is among the most pressing current and future problems, especially when the effects of
climate change and possible future pandemics and biotic disasters are factored in.
In 2020, five years after the adoption of the Sendai Framework, the COVID-19 crisis exposed the crucibles of
hazard39 faced by urban centres, all of which are intensified by the impact of climate change. Cities in the region are
beset by vulnerability and exposure; uncontrolled and unplanned growth; increasing poverty, inequality and exclusion;
serious governance problems; ineffective and undemocratic planning processes for land use; and a lack of access to
basic services. This is the sociodemographic and economic context in which the Sendai Framework must promote
the management of urban risk. Moreover, the accelerated growth in cities with fewer than one million inhabitants and
the increased concentration of the population and economy away from major metropolitan areas — combined with the
insufficiency of resources to meet the consequences of this growth — is a signal that the problems facing cities and
urban risk will become more pressing in the future.40 The New Urban Agenda adopted in Quito in 2016 placed great
emphasis upon the serious challenges to effective risk management in cities, despite its continued use of the term
“natural disasters”.41
The HFA identified a more general problem related to the looming urban crisis and the decentralization of resources
in small and medium-sized cities: the limited opportunities for community participation in risk management where power
and resources were concentrated predominantly in major metropolitan areas. Transforming local-level actors into a force
that could play a role in the reduction and control of the risk factors that affected them was still viewed as a major challenge
when the HFA reached the end of its mandate. The Sendai Framework acknowledged the importance of this participatory
dimension and introduced relevant action items into each of its priorities, many of which had been emphasized in previous
agreements including the Yokohama Strategy.42

3.3. The new drivers of risk
Disaster risk is dynamic and changing. New urban contexts and risk drivers have comprised part of the development
process for many years and are associated with changes in the economic, social and political landscapes of many
countries. Drivers such as urbanization and climate change are accompanied by others such as migration and the forced
relocation of people both internally and across borders, industrialized agriculture, expansion of the mining industry and
the construction of large-scale power infrastructure — in addition to the intersectional disparities caused by gender,
ethnic, sexual and age-based discrimination and other types of exclusion that give rise to complex states of vulnerability.
The combination of pre-existing and new drivers of risk (especially urban risk) are widely regarded as the building
blocks of exposure and vulnerability to future disasters. It is undeniable that the longstanding challenges inherited by the
Sendai Framework and the new hazards emerging from today’s rapidly changing world constitute an enormous challenge.
To confront them successfully will require an unprecedented collective effort. Perhaps the most important lesson to be
learned from the COVID-19 pandemic is that we can no longer ignore the everyday conditions of risk that gave rise to the
most disastrous catastrophe of our time – and are a major factor in any disaster that occurs.

Véase Mitchell, J. (1999).
Véase Mansilla, E. (2010).
41
UN-Habitat (2017).
42
A focus on the community and local levels has been the focus of discussions and innovation in the LAC region since the 1980s. Regional studies
have revealed key elements and have linked vulnerability both to the failure of sweeping efforts to decentralize power and resources, and to a lack
of legal protection for claiming rights and strengthening civic participation. See the treatises on community and local management by Maskrey, A.
(1989); Wilches-Chaux, G. (1993); Zilbert, L. (1998); Lavell, A. (2003); and Maskrey, A. (2011).
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International
agreements on
disaster risk
reduction

1.
Increasing mortality rates, soaring economic loss and damage, and
the growing number of people affected by disasters in recent decades
indicates the need for governments and the international community
to strengthen their commitment to disaster risk reduction. Without a
substantive change in the way risk is both viewed and addressed, the
Sendai Framework targets will not be achieved.
Current efforts by the international community to reduce the occurrence of disasters and their impact have been
formulated in response to a long history of national, regional and increasingly global disaster events in which the loss
of human life, the number of people affected, and physical and economic losses have rapidly grown. This trend has
most deeply affected the poorest populations of least-developed countries around the world, where disasters typically
occur more frequently. Large-scale disasters have occurred in the LAC region almost constantly, 43 the repercussions of
which have revealed the high level of vulnerability experienced by people living in fragile and precarious conditions, and
incentivized governments to support the international agreements on disaster risk reduction facilitated by the United
Nations between 1990 and 2015.

Some examples of these events are: the 1970 Great Peruvian Earthquake that resulted in 70,000 casualties, serious damage to the city of
Huaraz, and an avalanche that killed 22,000 people and destroyed the town of Yungay; earthquakes in Nicaragua (1972) and Guatemala (1976)
that caused over 20,000 deaths; the devastating effects of El Niño in Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru in 1982—1983; the eruption of the Nevado del Ruiz
volcano in Colombia in 1985 that caused a volcanic lahar that killed more than 22,000 people in Armero; the 1985 earthquake in Mexico, in which
thousands of people were buried alive under collapsed buildings in the capital; Hurricane Mitch in 1998, which resulted in unprecedented human
and material losses in Honduras and Nicaragua; and the catastrophic 2010 earthquake in Haiti that caused over 220,000 deaths.
43
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1. Key characteristics and achievements
of international frameworks on disaster
risk reduction
International frameworks galvanize the commitment of governments
and the international community to reduce disaster risk. Governments,
academics, NGOs, civil society and the private sector in the LAC region
have all played an important role in shaping the content of these
agreements, which have resulted in some notable advances and failures.

International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR): 1990-1999
Declared by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989,44 the IDNDR was the first systematic and long-term effort
by the international community to reduce the occurrence of disasters and the human and material losses associated with
them, particularly in low- and middle-income countries (LMIC). Scientists and scholars working mostly in geophysics and
meteorology were the driving force behind the initiative, given their work to expand knowledge about the causes of natural
hazards and how best to understand, monitor and evaluate them. Their efforts not only led to the creation of the IDNDR,
but to the founding and expansion of a significant number of technical and scientific institutions in the LAC region and
around the world in the 1970s and 1980s.
Efforts during the first five years of the IDNDR centred on developing emergency response plans, establishing early
warning systems, producing and disseminating information and knowledge about disasters and hazards, and training
practitioners and civil society actors in relevant disaster response and preparedness activities.45 While these strategies
are regarded as limited today, they were an important step in increasing knowledge about disasters and reducing their
effects.

The declaration of the IDNDR, the subsequent increase in funds to support related research and the occurrence
of new large-scale disasters in the 1990s expanded earlier work in the region that had been carried out by the small
number of professionals and practitioners who approached disaster prevention from a social science perspective. The
convergence of these aforementioned factors ultimately led to the greatest advance in knowledge about disasters in
the region up until that time. During this period, numerous publications emerged, as did comparative research, group
discussions and a theoretical and conceptual framework for understanding disasters and their origins in the LAC region
and beyond.46

44

United Nations General Assembly (1989).
Lavell, A. (2020).
46
For a more detailed discussion of these developments, see the Introduction of this report and Lavell, A. (2020).
45
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The notion that disasters are not natural47 but rather the product of human activity associated with development
processes was the central idea that incentivized this prolific creation of new knowledge. Supported by data from previous
events and the catastrophic disasters that occurred during the second half of the 1990s,48 a radical shift occurred in the
way disasters and the challenges emanating from them were viewed. To simply have enough knowledge about hazards to
strengthen the capacity to respond to them was no longer enough; the underlying conditions of exposure and vulnerability
and the causes and drivers of risk that culminated in disasters needed to be identified and addressed.

Box 1.1
International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR)49
(Resolution 169 adopted by the Forty-second Session of the United Nations General Assembly on 11 December 1987)
Objective:
“… to reduce through concerted international actions, especially in developing countries, loss of life, property damage,
and social and economic disruption caused by natural disasters...”
Goals:
• Comprehensive national evaluations of risks posed by natural hazards and vulnerability.
• Medium- and long-range mitigation and prevention plans at national and local levels, including preparedness
campaigns to increase community awareness.
• Access to local, national, regional and international early warning systems coupled with widespread dissemination
of action alerts to affected populations.

The Yokohama Strategy 50
To promote progress on achieving the goals of the IDNDR, the United Nations convened the World Conference on
Natural Disaster Reduction in Yokohama, Japan in May 1994. The outcome of the conference was the Yokohama Strategy
and Plan of Action for a Safer World: Guidelines for Natural Disaster Prevention, Preparedness and Mitigation (Yokohama
Strategy), whose main objective was to provide a series of guidelines to assist countries in developing disaster reduction
strategies and plans.
Two notable aspects of the Yokohama Strategy were its emphasis on the need to develop prevention, mitigation
and preparedness strategies prior to the occurrence of disasters, and the declaration that simply strengthening a
given country’s capacity to act once a disaster was imminent or had materialized was insufficient. While the document
continued to place importance on education, training and raising awareness about disaster prevention and mitigation (as
prior agreements had done), its proposed actions were more detailed and varied than what had been recommended during
the first four years of the IDNDR. The Yokohama Strategy called for the participation of communities either affected by or
vulnerable to disasters, the establishment of laws and regulations at the local and national levels on disaster prevention,
and a greater political commitment from Member States to prevent disasters and to reduce their effects.

47

The title of a 1993 book edited by Maskrey — Disasters are not Natural — became a popular slogan in the LAC region among academics and
practitioners. It built on previous work carried out between 1970 and 1990 and signaled a movement away from the term “natural disaster” that
had previously been widely used, including in the name of the IDNDR (see the Introduction of this report for more detail). Faced with increasing
evidence that supported the unnaturalness of disasters, the 2005 Hyogo Framework for Action removed the term from international agreements
on disasters and disaster risk. UNISDR and UNDRR subsequently prohibited its use in their publications.
48
Most notably Hurricanes George and Mitch in 1998, the 1999 earthquake in Colombia, and the floods and landslides that occurred in Venezuela’s
coastal region that same year.
49
United Nations General Assembly (1987).
50
International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (1994).
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The Cartagena Declaration
An important contribution to the content of the Yokohama Strategy was the Cartagena Declaration, the outcome of the
Interamerican Conference on Natural Disasters held in Cartagena, Colombia in March 1994.52 The three-page declaration
was the product of discussions among government representatives, practitioners and academics and represented an
abrupt break from previous proposals meant to address the worsening impacts of disasters in the region. It acknowledged
that:
Disasters were increasing in number and impact due to the models of development that prevailed in the
region and the risk construction processes they engendered.
Efforts during the IDNDR by governments had been directed mostly towards augmenting the study of natural
hazards and proposing costly technical solutions that were often rejected by local populations.
Disasters constituted an unresolved development problem and were not natural events with natural
consequences, but rather the result of the interaction between human activity and the natural world; and
that.
The lack of political will or ability to address these facts maintained a focus on disaster response that
impeded and even replaced actions to reduce disaster risk and the devastating human and economic losses
associated with disasters in the region.

While many of the central ideas expressed in the Cartagena Declaration are reflected in the Yokohama Strategy, eleven
years passed before a new international agreement, the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), 53 would integrate a more definitive
approach to identifying the root causes and risk drivers associated with disasters and the need for more effective interventions.

52

The conference took place two months prior to the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction in Yokohama and was organized by the
newly created Sistema Nacional para la Prevención y Atención de Desastres of Colombia, with the support of various international institutions and
organizations dedicated to reducing the occurrence and effects of disasters.
53
UNISDR (2005).
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The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA)
Approved on 22 January 2005 and ratified by 168 countries, the HFA represented a significant leap forward
from previous international agreements by establishing vulnerability as a fundamental cause of disasters and
disaster risk – one that is both associated with and exacerbated by ongoing social processes and underlying
drivers of risk that include poverty, exclusion, environmental degradation and land use processes and planning
that do not adequately take hazard and exposure in account. As was the case with the Yokohama Strategy
and the Cartagena Declaration, the HFA was influenced by the Manizales Declaration, the main outcome of the
Interamerican Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction that was held in 2004 just prior to the conference in Hyogo.54

Figure 1.

The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA)
Expected result
Significant reduction in the losses caused by disasters (human lives and social, economic and environmental assets) in
communities and countries.

Strategic objectives
a) Integration of disaster risk reduction into
sustainable development policies and planning.

b) Development and strengthening of institutions,
mechanisms and capacities to build resilience
against hazards.

c) Incorporation of risk reduction strategies into
emergency preparedness, response and recovery
programmes.

Priorities
1. Ensure that disaster risk
reduction is prioritized both
nationally and locally and has a
strong institutional basis for
implementation

2. Identify, assess and
monitor disaster risks and
enhance early warning
systems

3. Use knowledge, innovation
and education to build a
culture of safety and resilience
at all levels

4. Reduce underlying risk
factors

5. Strengthen disaster
preparedness for effective
response at all levels

Source: UNISDR (2005). .

The Manizales Declaration 53
The Manizales Declaration was the final declaration of the Interamerican Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction
held in Manizales, Colombia in November 2004. It delineated actions that the international community, governments,
private sector and civil society should take to reduce disaster risk, while also emphasizing that:		
Risk management is the responsibility of governments;
Risk factors caused by inadequate development models must be addressed;
A new framework that reflected advances in knowledge about risk and its causes must be linked to a
programme of action;
New risk management challenges and drivers, including economic globalization, free trade, international
migration and the displacement of populations caused by armed conflicts and massive infrastructure
projects must be acknowledged;
54

See UNISDR (2005) and UNISDR (2009).
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Forms of governance that clearly define responsibilities related to risk construction and risk management
must be formulated; and
Risk management must be more closely tied to other development-related agendas and integrated
throughout the work of all sectors.
In practice, nearly all of these tenets were included in the text of the HFA, reflecting the movement towards defining
specific priorities and actions to guide global efforts to reduce disaster risk going forward.56 Of the five priorities clearly
delineated in the HFA, the first emphasizing the necessity of strong institutional support for disaster risk at both the local
and national levels gained new momentum, despite not being a new principle in the field. The fourth priority, which was
by far the most innovative, called for the reduction of underlying risk factors and drivers, but virtually no progress was
reported on it during the tenure of the HFA: of the 26 countries in the region that had endorsed the document by 2013, all
reported a high level of implementation of all priorities except for Priority 4.57 The remaining three priorities of the HFA
reinforced the agenda of previous agreements (Figure 1.1). Moderate progress was also made during the HFA’s tenure
on risk assessment, understanding (as opposed to measuring) risk58 and in the exchange of reliable information about
the economic and human losses stemming from disasters. Other advances also occurred in the LAC region, including the
implementation of new early warning systems and the expansion of response and corrective risk management practices.
These developments contributed to the reduction in mortality rates associated with hydrometeorological phenomena,
landslides and volcanic activity.59 Disaster risk reduction themes were also incorporated into formal education programmes
at the undergraduate and graduate levels and included in on-the-job training.
Moreover, groundwork was laid to integrate risk reduction into government. This was done through sizable
investments in institutions that specialized in disaster risk; legal reform; and innovative regulatory frameworks that
strengthened institutions working on risk management, accountability and policy coherence at all levels of government.60
Equally critical was the focus on development policies dealing with governance reform, especially working with finance
and planning ministries to incorporate risk management into the assessment and budgeting of public investment and
financial risk transfer mechanisms that enhanced the resilience of the public sector. 61

The launch of the HFA Monitoring and Review database, the first systematic effort to keep track of the progress made
in reducing disaster risk under the various international agreements, also enabled governments to self-evaluate, monitor
progress and better understand the process of HFA implementation.62 However, initial efforts to monitor implementation
of the HFA were not maintained for the agreement’s full duration, and no regional or subregional assessment reports were
completed during the final two years of its tenure.63 After that – with the exception of debates and discussions about the
state of implementation at Regional Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction (Regional Platforms) meetings — no further
formal assessments were carried out at the regional level to gauge progress and the unmet challenges that should be
incorporated into the new international agreement on disaster risk reduction that would be signed in 2015 in Sendai,
Japan.64
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The information gathered on the HFA Monitoring and Review platform heavily influenced the content and analysis contained in the GARs between
2009 and 2017. See the Introduction of this report.
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The Regional Platforms were launched while the HFA was in force. These fora, which aim to facilitate regional and
subregional coordination, are an extension of the earlier National and Global Platforms for Disaster Risk Reduction and
have proven to be an important element in strengthening and consolidating efforts to implement both the HFA and the
Sendai Framework. Six Regional Platforms have been held in the Americas and the Caribbean since 2009.65 The first
attracted approximately 300 representatives from government, United Nations agencies, financial institutions, international
cooperation agencies, the private sector and academia, and the most recent in 2018 included 1,354 participants from a
wider range of sectors and interest groups. This increase in the number and diversity of attendees reflects the importance
of disaster risk reduction and the growing understanding of its relationship to development, as well as the demand for
spaces in which to discuss and debate these issues both nationally and internationally.66

The Sendai Framework67
The Sendai Framework acknowledges the progress made during the
duration of the HFA, but also recognizes these advances were insufficient
to stop the rapid increase in disasters and associated loss and damage.
The Sendai Framework was adopted by 187 countries at the Third United Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk
Reduction, held in Sendai, Japan in March 2015. It is the successor of the HFA, and focuses on managing risk through
corrective, prospective and compensatory risk management strategies. It takes a preventative, people-centred approach
that emphasizes the importance of cooperative efforts carried out by all members of society.
The agreement delineates seven global targets and a well-defined timeline for meeting them that aim to: reduce
mortality and the number of people affected by disasters and the associated loss and damage; increase the number of
countries with local and national disaster risk reduction strategies; widen the availability of multi-hazard early warning
systems, risk assessments and information on hazard, exposure and vulnerability; and improve the effectiveness of
international cooperation through adequate and sustainable support to developing countries.68 Both the targets and their
38 indicators were formulated by Member States and approved by the United Nations General Assembly, a process that
did not occur with previous agreements.
The Sendai Framework outlines four priorities for action: risk awareness, risk governance, investment in risk
reduction and an increased capacity for preparedness and response to disasters (including the ability to “Build Back
Better”).69 In contrast to the HFA, in which proposed actions were formulated as guidelines, the measures included the
Sendai Framework are specific and accompanied by recommendations to be carried out at the local, national, regional
and global levels. It also emphasizes the need for investments that generate resilience70 such as adequate systems of
governance, financial protection mechanisms and legal and regulatory instruments focused on risk reduction.
It is interesting to note that underlying risk factors are not explicitly referenced in the Sendai Framework as they
were in the HFA. However, indicators related to disaster risk reduction are integrated into other international development
goals including the 2030 Agenda, creating the possibility for disaster risk reduction to permeate the DNA of sustainable
development. This is seen in the congruence between the Sendai Framework’s global targets and the SDGs indicators,
including Goal 1 related to poverty reduction, Goal 11 on sustainable cities and Goal 13 linking disaster risk reduction to
climate action. 71
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Previous Regional Platforms in the region were held in Panama City, Panama (2009); in Nayarit, Mexico (2011); in Santiago, Chile (2012); in
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Box 1.2.
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 72
Expected outcome:
The substantial reduction of disaster risk and losses in lives, livelihoods and health and in the economic, physical,
social, cultural and environmental assets of persons, businesses, communities and countries.
Goal:
Prevent new and reduce existing disaster risk through the implementation of integrated and inclusive economic,
structural, legal, social, health, cultural, educational, environmental, technological, political and institutional measures
that prevent and reduce hazard exposure and vulnerability to disaster, increase preparedness for response and
recovery, and thus strengthen resilience.
Global targets:
Substantially reduce global disaster mortality by 2030, aiming to lower the average per 100,000 global mortality
rate in the decade 2020–2030 compared to the period 2005–2015;
Substantially reduce the number of affected people globally by 2030, aiming to lower the average global figure per
100,000 in the decade 2020–2030 compared to the period 2005–2015;
Reduce direct disaster economic loss in relation to global gross domestic product (GDP) by 2030;
Substantially reduce disaster damage to critical infrastructure and disruption of basic services, among them health
and educational facilities, including through developing their resilience by 2030;
Substantially increase the number of countries with national and local disaster risk reduction strategies by 2020;
Substantially enhance international cooperation to developing countries through adequate and sustainable support
to complement their national actions for implementation of the present Framework by 2030;
Substantially increase the availability of and access to multi-hazard early warning systems and disaster risk
information and assessments to people by 2030.
Global targets:
Priority 1: Understanding disaster risk.
Priority 2: Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk.
Priority 3: Investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience.
Priority 4: Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and to “Build Back Better” in recovery,
rehabilitation and reconstruction.
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The Sendai Framework Monitor (SFM)73 is the online system designed and managed by UNDRR to enable countries
to measure and report progress on the 38 indicators developed by Member States to reduce disaster risk.74 It seeks to
reflect in real time the successes achieved by countries in implementing the Sendai Framework, a task that requires
collating and systematizing information and data from different sectors, cross-disciplinary coordination by governments
and the participation of entities not previously involved in calculating disaster loss and damage such as national offices
of statistics.

Box 1.3.
Strengthening the LAC region’s capacity to record progress in implementing the
Sendai Framework
Given the existing difficulties in systematizing and validating information provided by different sectors on the 38
indicators corresponding to the seven global targets of the Sendai Framework, the Working Group on Measuring and
Recording Indicators Relating to Disaster Risk Reduction (GT-RRD) was established during the Ninth Meeting of the
Statistical Conference of the Americas (SCA-ECLAC) in November 2017. The group’s objectives are to promote the
integration of data relating to disaster risk reduction into official statistics; contribute to the definition and adaptation
of minimum standards and the development of metadata for disaster-related indicators relevant to the 2030 Agenda;
and participate in global efforts to identify, disseminate, and apply methodologies for constructing indicators and
processing statistical data.75
In its initial 2018-2019 term, the Working Group published its Theoretical Framework on data and statistics related to
risk reduction, drawing from contributions made by the national statistical offices of its members.77 Under the SCAECLAC 2020-2021 biennial programme, the group is developing a Harmonized Methodological Framework for the
Measurement of SDG and Sendai indicators related to disasters and risk reduction, which will facilitate systematic
generation of statistical information, contribute to developing recommendations for the region, and promote the
integration of LAC countries in global processes concerning indicators and data for disaster risk management.
The group is made up of representatives from the national statistics offices of Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Cuba,
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua (2018-19), Paraguay and Peru. It is coordinated by INEI Peru and
INE Paraguay (formerly DGEEC), with the technical support of United Nations agencies such as UNEP, UNDP and
OCHA. UNDRR and ECLAC jointly serve as the group’s Secretariat.

At the time of writing, Colombia, Costa Rica and Mexico stand out for their consistency in reporting on all seven
Sendai Framework targets. Other countries such as Argentina, Barbados, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Guatemala, Paraguay, Peru
and Uruguay have reported regularly over the years, despite not providing information for all targets and indicators.77
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The Sendai Framework Monitor (SFM) replaced the HFA Monitoring and Review database. It is available at: https://sendairmonitor.org.
The Sendai Framework targets and indicators are detailed in the Report of the open-ended intergovernmental expert working group on indicators
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Lejtreger, R. (2020).
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Target E called for the establishment of national and local disaster risk reduction strategies by September 2020. As
of October of that year, Argentina, Barbados, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Grenada, Guatemala, Mexico, Paraguay,
Peru and Uruguay had made the most progress on developing national strategies (Indicator E-1); other countries were in
the process of finalizing their national strategies, including Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Guyana, Jamaica, Panama,
St. Lucia, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines. Haiti had also ratified its 2019-2030 Risk and Disaster Management Plan,
and Ecuador had reported its national strategy was being developed but indicated more progress on crafting a local
strategy compatible with its national approach (Indicator E-2).78 Only Mexico and Costa Rica had reported full compliance
with Indicator E-2. In contrast, Peru had reported 35 per cent implementation, Chile 53 per cent, Colombia 82 per cent and
Ecuador 95 per cent.79

Regional and subregional disaster risk reduction strategies have also been developed, including the Caribbean
Comprehensive Disaster Management Strategy authored by the Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency
(CDEMA) for Caribbean Community (CARICOM) Member States;80 the Central American Policy on Comprehensive Disaster
Risk Management (PCGIR) developed by CEPREDENAC and the Central American Integration System (SICA);81 the Andean
Strategy for Disaster Risk Management (EAGRD) coordinated by the Andean Committee for the Prevention and Attention
of Disasters (CAPRADE);82 and the Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities for Integral Management of Disaster Risk
(RMAGIR) of the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR).83 All of these plans were formulated in support of the Sendai
Framework and the Regional Action Plan for the Implementation of the Sendai Framework 2015-2030 in the Americas
(RAP).84

Building alliances and working across sectors to implement the Sendai Framework is a priority in the region. Civil
society has played a central role in training and supporting networks that bring together professionals from diverse sectors
with community members, indigenous groups, specialists in science and technology, women, migrants, people living
with disabilities and other vulnerable groups to foster risk management, the development of preparedness mechanisms
(such as early warning systems) and post-disaster activities. In the LAC region, networks such as these have remained
consistently active for decades and maintain a strong presence in almost every country. A few representative examples
include the National Risk Management Roundtables created in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch in Central America;
the Indigenous Knowledge and Disaster Risk Reduction Network; the Global Network of Civil Society Organizations for
Disaster Reduction (GNDR), the largest international network of organizations committed to enhance the lives of individuals
affected by disasters; the Latin American and Caribbean Network for Disability Inclusive Disaster Risk Management (LAC
DiDRR Network); the Resilient Leaders Network in the Rimac River Basin of Peru; the RIGEN Collective, dedicated to the
inclusion of gender and intersectionality in disaster risk management; the South American Network for Environmental
Migrations (RESAMA); and academic groups like the Programme of Risk and Disaster Reduction at the University of Chile
(CITRID) and the National Centre for Monitoring and Early Warning of Natural Disasters (CEMADEN) in Brazil.85
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Another important strategic partnership is the Private Sector Alliance for Disaster Resilient Societies (ARISE), the
first systematic and far-reaching private sector effort to reduce disaster risk in which members voluntarily commit to align
their activities with the Sendai Framework. At the time of this report’s preparation, there were 20 national private sector
networks and two subregional networks in Central America and the Caribbean which collectively include thousands of
companies from all sectors and provide space for capacity building, the dissemination of tools and good practices, and
facilitate dialogue among businesses and between the public and private spheres. More recently, these networks have
aided their members, partners and allies in confronting the challenges posed by COVID-19.86

Box 1.4.
ARISE commitments and priorities
Five commitments made by members of the ARISE networks:
Raise awareness about disaster risk and the mobilization of the private sector.
Exercise influence in respective spheres of expertise.
Share knowledge, experience and good practices among private sector peers.
Be a catalyst for innovation and collaboration to develop risk-informed business strategies.
Implement projects and activities that achieve the targets of the Sendai Framework.

The four priority working areas of ARISE at the global level are:
Resilient investments
Resilient infrastructure
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
Insurance

Concurrent and complementary international development agendas
The Sendai Framework and other development agendas call for risk to be
addressed in a holistic manner rather than remaining the responsibility
of a specialized sector. This is because risk reduction and prevention
must be based on structural changes and cannot be achieved through
stand-alone measures.
An important step in addressing underlying risk factors is the effort by the United Nations General Assembly and
Member States to align and integrate agendas that aim to achieve the SDGs by 2030. Since the 2012 release of “The
future we want”,87 the final report of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20), there has
been a push for disaster risk reduction and resilience to be addressed within the context of sustainable development and
poverty eradication.88 As a result, major agreements linked to the 2030 Agenda have emphasized the need to incorporate
strategies that reduce the risk of disasters and their impact upon LMIC since 2015, recognizing that the causes of risk and
therefore of disasters are found in the underlying factors associated with development models.89
86
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88
89
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Box 1.5.
Concurrent international agendas linked to the 2030 Agenda that promote
disaster risk reduction
The Paris Agreement on Climate Change (UNFCCC)90 establishes in Article 7 the global goal of taking
significant steps to enhance and strengthen adaptive capacity, strengthen resilience and reduce vulnerability
to climate change. Article 8 recognizes the importance of averting, minimizing and addressing loss and
damage associated with the adverse effects of climate change, including extreme weather and slow onset
events.
The New Urban Agenda (NUA)91 contain broad recognition of the need to create safer cities through land
use planning, development of quality infrastructure, protecting the environment and using natural resources
responsibly. The NUA explicitly acknowledges that the structure and functioning of urban centres, especially
in developing countries, exacerbates the vulnerability of the built environment and inhabitants to various kinds
of hazards, including those associated with climate change.
The Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA)92 strives to reduce poverty and achieve sustainable development
by promoting inclusive economic growth, protecting the environment and encouraging social inclusion. The
agreement seeks coherence between development financing in-country and international cooperation funds
and recognizes that the enhancement of the resilience of cities and human settlements is a condition for
ensuring sustainable development.
The Agenda for Humanity 93 seeks to prevent and alleviate human suffering and maps out a course to reduce
the needs of both the 130 million people affected by humanitarian crises and the millions more who are at risk.
This framework also aims to prevent post-disaster crisis situations that beset affected populations.
The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration94 seeks to mitigate the drivers and structural
factors that hinder people from building and maintaining sustainable livelihoods in their countries of origin.
It also aims to reduce the risks and vulnerabilities migrants face at different stages of the migratory process
and that are most frequently a result of disasters.

90

United Nations (2015).
UN-Habitat (2017).
92
United Nations General Assembly (2015).
93
United Nations General Assembly (2016).
94
United Nations General Assembly (2018).
91

32

1.2. Overall levels of risk have not changed
but some progress has been made
The number of disasters and their impact continues to grow despite
30 years of efforts to reverse the trend – but a number of outstanding
successful initiatives can be identified.
Three decades ago, the United Nations declared the 1990s to be the IDNDR, setting into motion the international
community’s collective effort to reduce disaster risk. In subsequent years, the HFA and the Sendai Framework were
adopted to better address a wider range of hazards and risks and to improve governance. Some actions and strategies
to reduce and prevent risk and respond to disasters have been outlined in the previous section, but these mechanisms
have been limited in their ability to reduce the occurrence of disasters and their impact around the world. Since 1990, the
number of large-scale disasters has increased; the number of people directly and indirectly affected has doubled during
the six years the Sendai Framework has been in force; and economic losses are growing at an even faster rate, having
doubled between 2015 and 2020 (Figure 1.2).
This overall limited success in reducing or controlling risk construction has been compensated by certain notable
advances in results and management approaches.

Figure 1.2

Impact of major disasters in the Americas under international disaster risk reduction agreements (yearly
average)

Deaths (thousands)
Total number of directly or indirectly affected persons (millions)
Property losses (billions of United States dollars)
IDNDR
(1990 - 1999)

YOKOHAMA DECLARATION
(1994 - 2004)

HFA
(2005 - 2014)

SENDAI FRAMEWORK
(2015 - 2020)*

107.4

7.9

4.2

55.7

50.2

48
7.4

25.0
5.9

86.1

11.4

22.7

Sources: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters Emergency Event Database (EM-DAT), Munich RE NatCatSERVICE and WHO
Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Dashboard.
Note: The Sendai Framework data includes deaths caused by COVID-19 but does not include number of people either directly or indirectly
affected by the pandemic nor any associated economic losses.
* Data as of 31 October 2020.
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One of the indisputable successes of efforts to reduce disaster risk is the global reduction in deaths during disasters
involving hydrometeorological hazards, a decline which can be attributed mostly to improvements in early warning
systems.95 This trend continued in the region during the intense Atlantic hurricane season of 2005 and the 2017 hurricane
season,96 despite the heavy damage sustained on several Caribbean islands. A second significant advance in reducing risk
has been made with regards to schools and health care facilities in countries such as Colombia, Chile and Mexico, where
major advances in retrofitting and structural and functional security has been implemented.
A third positive trend is the growth of insured assets lost to disasters.97 The greatest increase took place during the
HFA period, when the practice was actively promoted and rates of insurance were 10.1 per cent higher than during the
IDNDR and 6.4 per cent higher than during the Yokohama Strategy. That said, the expansion of coverage remains slow,
and in fact the smallest increase occurred most recently during the first five years of the Sendai Framework. Coverage has
only grown by 0.5% per cent since the end of the HFA (Figure 1.3).

Figure 1.3.

Insured disaster-related losses in the Americas (percentages)
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Sources: Munich RE NatCatService and Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters Emergency Event Database (EM-DAT). Accessed on [date].
* Data as of July 2020.

1.3. The fundamental challenge to the Sendai
Framework98
The expected outcome of the Sendai Framework will not be achieved
unless governments display greater determination to meet its targets
and address underlying risk factors. The permanent inclusion of risk
reduction mechanisms in all global development agendas is critical to
this effort.
95

UNISDR (2009). Unfortunately, the 2010 earthquake in Haiti (for which the exact number of deaths is unknown but is estimated to be about
220,000) and the 2015 earthquake in Ecuador serve as reminders of the persistently high level of structural and social vulnerability to seismic
events that still exists in many Latin American and Caribbean cities. Chapter 5 of this report discusses the different casualty rates associated with
the Haiti earthquake.
96
This is especially significant given that in 2005 there were more tropical storms and Category 5 hurricanes than in any other year on record.
97
This is discussed in more depth in UNISDR (2015).
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See the Introduction to this report more information on future challenges to the Sendai Framework.
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The content of international agreements over the last three decades reveals the constant learning that has taken
place about risk and the processes that give rise to its construction and accumulation. Unfortunately, the lack of sufficient
action to reduce existing risk (corrective management) and to prevent the accumulation of new risk (prospective
management) is also evident. Many of the strategies recommended in international agreements and frameworks have
been too specific or stand-alone to reduce risk, especially in contexts where institutions are fragile and there is a lack of
capacity to bring about a far-reaching transformation.
A more comprehensive approach to the construction of risk – and to the interconnectivity of hazard, exposure and
vulnerability — is still needed. It must directly address underlying risk factors, a view that has been supported in global
development agendas since 2015. Indeed, the pertinence of the Sendai Framework and the Sustainable Development
Goals to each other is reflective of the relationship between reducing underlying risk factors and achieving sustainable
development; one is inextricably bound to the other.

Figura 1.4. Drivers of risk

Environmental
degradation

Mass
human
migration

Food
insecurity
Water
crises

Climate
change
Poverty and
inequality
Crime and
violence

Unplanned
urban
development

Disaster risk
drivers

Weak
governance

Political
instability

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the fragility and vulnerability of human society and the persistence of unmet
development goals that are among the causes of risk and disaster,99 regardless of which specific hazard (or hazards)
serve as the triggering event. Going forward, the challenge will be to implement an integrated approach to disaster
risk management and planning that concentrates on reducing and preventing exposure and vulnerability as well as
on understanding and monitoring hazards within both conventional and systemic risk frameworks. It is an enormous
undertaking and will require both governments and the international community to recommit themselves to the task.
99

Among them are poverty, inequality, exclusion, lack of access to basic services, urban sociospatial segregation and inadequate health coverage.

Risk, disasters
and impacts in
Latin America
and the
Caribbean

2.
The region is characterized by the occurrence of large-scale disasters that have
had devastating consequences for its people, economies and cultural heritage.
Some events are now considered iconic due to the severity of their impact, the
damage they caused and the extraordinary amount of economic assets and
human lives that were lost. Smaller-scale extensive loss and damage have not
received the same attention, but their importance is fundamental to understanding
risk, disaster and their impacts.

2.1. Introduction
The geography of the LAC region makes it unique in the world. Due to the vastness and the diversity of its natural
resources, it is one of the richest parts of the world, but also one of the most hazardous for human life. Despite the existence
of significant natural hazards, forces of nature are not sufficient to explain the levels of devastation that characterize the
largest disasters in the region (Figure 2.3); they are more aptly explained by the radical transformations of society, territory,
production and consumption brought about by human intervention. Despite progress in disaster risk management, many
processes have contributed to the levels of risk present in the region today, including the uncontrolled and poorly planned
expansion of cities, the growing prevalence of excluded and marginalized spaces and populations, ecosystem destruction,
social inequality, poverty, forced mass migration, government inefficiencies, corruption and disregard for the rule of law.
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It is therefore unsurprising that each new large-scale disaster (or intensive risk scenario) brings renewed attention
to the adverse conditions endured by millions of people and the damage that human society has inflicted on nature.
However, it must be noted that the thousands of smaller-scale events that typically fall below the radar of national
authorities and the international community – such as floods and landslides in urban areas and rural communities,
damage from lower-scale rain or wind, and the effects of frost, heat waves and droughts on communities and subsistence
crops — do not generate notable levels of loss and damage at the national or international level but nonetheless result
in a constant stream of losses for affected populations and can upend families and local economies. This type of smallscale event, defined in various editions of the GAR as the manifestation of extensive risk, represents 99.7 per cent of all
events recorded in the LAC region between 1990 and 2013.100 To have a complete picture of the regional risk context as
elucidated in the Sendai Framework, one must incorporate intensive and extensive risks and future hazard scenarios that
include viruses, other biotic phenomena and the effects of climate change.
This section examines the trends revealed by key disaster impact variables where solid data is available to be
analysed and introduces new hazard contexts that will increasingly trigger disaster in the future. It also addresses the
impacts and consequences of disasters in the region over the last three decades and the impacts and effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic up until the time of writing.101

2.2. New hazards and dynamics of risk in the
LAC region: from familiar to new and more
intense hazards
Disaster is always triggered by one or more hazard events. In addition
to the more well-known natural, socionatural and technological hazards,
those related to climate change and biotic vectors are rising in prevalence
and have increasingly far-reaching impacts.
Natural hazards (such as earthquakes, hurricanes and volcanic eruptions) and those of socionatural origin (such
as floods and landslides related to human intervention) have been long studied by professionals in various disciplines,
resulting in a wide-ranging knowledge base for understanding the dynamics of the hazards themselves, the associated
risks and their geographic and social distribution. There remains, however, much to be learned, and the region’s scientific
community continues to be involved in ongoing research and in the application of monitoring and measurement
technologies to generate more and more precise data.102
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Climate change-induced hazards have more recently been added to the list of potential disaster triggers, and research
is increasingly dedicated to understanding their impact. This serves both a practical and preventative purpose, given that
the most recent reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) predict a rise in temperature of between
1o and 6oC by the end of the 21st century that will in turn generate significant variations in both average and extreme
temperatures around the world. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the rise in temperature will translate into longer
periods of hot weather, water shortages, extreme rainfall and a likely increase in the intensity and frequency of tropical
storms. Rising sea levels will also impact coastal communities, especially in Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in
the Caribbean (Figure 2.1).103 Other effects of climate change directly associated with changes in physical, biological and
human systems will be unevenly distributed across the region, and some will have a global impact (Figure 2.2).104

Figure 2.1.

Average expected changes in surface temperature, precipitation and sea level 105
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Source: IPCC (2014).
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In August 2021, the IPCC published Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis, the Sixth Assessment Report of Working Group I on the
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conclusions are consistent with previous findings about the warming climate and the expected effects.
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Figure 2.1

Manifestaciones del cambio climático en América Latina y el Caribe

Physical systems
Retreat of glaciers in the Andes Mountains of South America and on the volcanoes of Mexico
Increased flow rate of La Plata River
More heavy precipitation and a greater risk of landslides and floods in Mexico, Central America,
and in both northern and southeastern South America
Extremes in the level of flow of the Amazon River
Drying up of rivers and groundwater systems in Mexico and Central America
An earlier start and an intensification of hot weather seasons in Mexico and Central America
Rising sea levels and more severe coastal erosion on Caribbean islands

Biological systems
Discoloration of coral reefs in the Western Caribbean and Central America
Degradation of rainforests in the Amazon Basin, Central America and the northern part of
South America
Increased desertification of northern Mexico
Extinction of animal and plant species in Mexico and Central America
More frequently recurring and prolonged droughts
Accelerated deforestation and an increase in forest fires in Mexico, Central America and
South America

Human systems
Increase in the incidence and duration of dengue fever and malaria
Fuente: IPCC (2014); Bárcena et al. (2020); SEMARNAT (s/f); Carabine, E. y A. Lemma (2014).

The IPCC predicts that the most severe effects of global warming will take place during the second half of this
century, but these hazards and their effects on populations and economic activity already necessitate their inclusion in
current risk evaluations and mitigation and adaptation policies.104
The Sendai Framework has also dictated the inclusion of biotic hazards as a disaster trigger, a category that includes
viral and bacterial infections and biological plagues such as locusts. The Great Plague of 1665—1666 and the 1918—1920
Spanish Influenza Pandemic as well as SARS, MERS, HIV-AIDS and COVID-19 are all examples of epidemics and pandemics
associated with biotic hazards that have had devastating global consequences. In addition, complex processes such as
zoonosis, which can arise from ecosystem infringement and destruction, and other mechanisms that stem from human
interaction with the environment are among the growing number of biotic disaster triggers of socionatural origin.

2.3. Disasters and disaster impacts
Between 1998 and 2017, disasters triggered by climatic and geological
events led to the death of 312,000 people and directly or indirectly affected
more than 277 million others in the region. While most fatalities were
due to earthquakes, 93 per cent of all disasters were related to floods,
storms, droughts, heat waves and other meteorological and hydrological
events.106
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Figure 2.3.

Large-scale disasters in Latin America and the Caribbean (1970—2020)

Event

Year

Affected Countries

Damage and Loss

Earthquake and flood

1970

Peru

More than 30,000 deaths due to landslides, rock falls and the collapse of buildings
triggered by the earthquake in the cities of Huaráz and and Yungay. Seventy thousand
people died throughout the country.

Earthquake

1972

Nicaragua

Six thousand casualties, 300,000 left homeless or displaced and approximately $3
billion in economic losses. Primarily affected Managua.

Hurricane Fifi

1972

Honduras

Seven thousand deaths, 115,000 affected and approximately $1.3 billion in
economic losses primarily affecting the north of the country.

Earthquake

1976

Guatemala

Twenty-three thousand deaths, 2.5 million people affected and over $2 billion in
property losses.

Hurricanes David and
Federico

1979

El Niño climatic event

19821983

Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru

Earthquakes

1985

Mexico

Eruption of Nevado del Ruiz
and volcanic lahar

1985

Colombia

Twenty-two thousand deaths, 200,000 people directly affected and approximately $1
billion in economic losses mainly associated with the destruction of city of Armero.

Earthquake

1986

El Salvador

Twelve hundred deaths, over 500,000 affected and $1.4 billion in economic losses,
mainly in San Salvador.

Earthquake

1987

Ecuador

Over 1,000 deaths, 82,500 people directly affected and $1.4 billion in economic
losses.

Hurricane Gilbert

1988

Mexico, Jamaica, Haiti, Guatemala,
Venezuela, Dominican Republic, Guadalupe,
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Dominica,
Nicaragua, Honduras and Belize

Over $5 billion in economic losses, 318 deaths and 60,000 homes destroyed in
Mexico alone.

El Niño climatic event

19971998
1998

Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru,
Venezuela and Costa Rica

Over 600 dead and 270,000 people directly affected. More than $7.7 billion in
property losses.

Hurricane George

Dominica and the Dominican Republic Over 2,000 deaths, 1.2 million people affected and $2 billion in economic losses.

Dominican Republic

3.8 million people affected and $5.6 billion in economic losses.
Over 8,000 deaths (the unofficial count is 30,000), 150,000 people directly affected
and $6 billion in economic losses. Largely affected Mexico City.

235 deaths, 296,637 affected and $2.1 billion in economic losses.
Over 9,000 deaths 1.2 million people directly affected. Twenty thousand people
missing and $6 billion in economic losses.

Hurricane Mitch

1998

Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, El
Salvador and Costa Rica

Earthquake

1999

Colombia

1,185 deaths, 559,401 directly affected persons and 1.58 billion dollars in economic
losses primarily in the Coffee Belt.

1999

Venezuela107

Thirty thousand deaths, over 400,000 affected, 120,000 injured and $3 billion in
losses.

Earthquake

2001

El Salvador

Floods

2001, 2003
y 2013

Argentina

Tropical Storm Stan

2005

El Niño and La Niña
climatic events

20072008

Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador

Over 20,000 homes destroyed or damaged, 80,000 affected families and $966
million in cumulative losses.

Earthquake

2010

Chile

Five hundred and sixty-two casualties, 1.8 million affected people, 800,000 injured
and $2 billion in economic losses.

Earthquake

2010

Haiti and the Dominican Republic108 losses, primarily in Haiti and the city of Port-au-Prince.

Hurricane Sandy

2012

United States, Cuba, Haiti, Bahamas,
Canada, Venezuela, Jamaica, Dominican
Republic, Puerto Rico and Bermuda

Two hundred and sixty-three deaths and $68.4 billion in losses.

Hurricane Irma

2017

United States, Cuba, Haiti, Bahamas, Canada,
Venezuela, Jamaica, Dominican Republic,
Puerto Rico and Bermuda

One hundred and twenty-eight deaths and $60.6 billion in economic losses.

Hurricane Maria

2017

United States, United States Virgin Islands, British Virgin
Islands, Cuba, St. Martin, Anguilla, Puerto Rico, Turks
and Caicos Islands, Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas,
Dominican Republic, Haiti and St. Kitts and Nevis

Over 4,600 deaths, millions of people directly and indirectly affected, thousands of
homes destroyed, extensive infrastructure damage and economic losses estimated
to be $92 billion.

COVID-19 pandemic
(through 30 November 2020)

2020

The entire LAC region

Thirty-four million confirmed cases, 842,000 deaths and incalculable economic
losses.

Floods and landslides

Approximately 1.5 million affected people, 1,159 deaths and $1.6 billion in losses.
Over 780,000 people affected and $3 billion in cumulative losses.

Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Over 2.5 million people affected, 1,628 deaths and $3.9 billion in property losses,
Honduras, Nicaragua and Mexico
mostly in Guatemala and southern Mexico.

Two hundred and fifty thousand deaths, 3.4 million affected and $3.7 billion in

Sources: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters Emergency Event Database (EM-DAT); Munich RE NatCatSERVICE; and WHO (2020).
Accessed on [2020]..

107
108

See Figure 5.1 in Chapter 5 of this report for the different estimates of losses stemming from these disasters.
Ibid.
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Box 2.1.
Sources of data on disaster and loss
The need for quantitative data to evaluate not only the impact of past disasters but the risk of future disasters
has been emphasized in international agreements on risk reduction over the past 30 years. Prior to the IDNDR, the
only source of comparative national data was the Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT) of the Centre for Research
on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) at the Catholic University of Louvain, which has collected information on
major disasters since the end of the 1970s. While EM-DAT initially grew out of the need for precise information to
support humanitarian assistance, decision-making and priority setting in disaster response, its objective has since
changed. EM-DAT’s focus is now at the national level. It receives information provided by United Nations agencies,
governments, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (ICRC), non-governmental
organizations, insurance companies, research institutes and media agencies. The parameters of its data extend to
all events triggered by natural or technological hazards that involve ten or more fatalities, 100 or more injured people,
the declaration of a state of emergency by one or more governments or where a call for international assistance has
been issued. Today, EM-DAT continues to be an important source of information.
A second source of detailed and systematized information on disasters is DesInventar, which collects data about
events of natural or human-induced origin and their associated damages and losses. It includes all events regardless
of the level of damage and loss they generate, and is the only international database for which information exists
at the lowest territorial scales assigned by national governments (municipalities, districts, etc.), thus permitting the
closest possible comparative view of disasters and their effects. The system allows for queries of independent or
cumulative records and the generation of statistics, charts and maps.
DesInventar was developed in Latin America beginning in 1994 by LA RED with technical support from the Southwest
Seismological Observatory (OSSO Corporation) in Colombia. The editorial team of the GAR adopted DesInventar and
transformed it into the international data platform now known as DesInventar Sendai,109 which maintains detailed
information to assess progress towards achieving the Sendai Framework targets. Awareness of the utility of the
platform spread with the different editions of the GAR and the number of participating countries has continued to
grow. While the first edition of the GAR in 2009 analysed data sets from only 13 countries (eight from Latin America,
four from Asia and one from Orissa State of India), the 2015 GAR analysed 82 national and three state-level databases
(15 from Africa, 18 from Latin America, nine from the Caribbean, 16 from Asia, four from Europe and 23 from Oceania).
Information on disaster and loss is also compiled by several international insurance companies, including Aon in the
United Kingdom and the Swiss Re Group, both of which publish annual reports on large disasters and their associated
losses. Among reinsurers, Munich RE provides the most detailed information through its NatCatSERVICE, a database
of major global disasters that occurred between 1980 and 2019. It highlights certain key variables including event
type, number of fatalities and total and insured economic losses. While free access was recently discontinued, there
is no doubt that the database remains an excellent source of information, especially about economic and insured
losses, which cannot always be determined with the content of other databases.four from Asia and one from Orissa
State of India), the 2015 GAR analysed 82 national and three state-level databases (15 from Africa, 18 from Latin
America, nine from the Caribbean, 16 from Asia, four from Europe and 23 from Oceania).
Another important source of detailed information on losses is the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), which has conducted assessments of disasters in the region for decades and
provides data on direct and indirect loss and damage. Another important tool is the Post Disaster Damage and
Needs Assessment (PDNA) developed by the European Union, UNDP and the World Bank, which draws from official
documentation and direct field observation to formulate disaster impact and loss evaluations and inform post-impact
recovery and reconstruction programmes.
109

UNDRR (no date [a]).
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Research conducted by CRED and UNISDR revealed that 91 per cent of the 7,255 global events studied between
1998 and 2017 were climatic or hydrologic, of which 43 per cent were floods and 28.2 per cent were storms.110 During this
same period, floods affected over two billion people around the world and droughts affected approximately 1.5 billion.
However, 56 per cent of all fatalities (estimated to be about 800,000) were caused by earthquakes and other geological
events, while storms (including tropical cyclones and hurricanes) were responsible for only 17 per cent of all casualties.111
In Latin America and the Caribbean, a similar pattern was revealed in the research. Between 1998 and 2017, 93 per
cent of the 1,786 events that had occurred in the region were of hydrometeorological origin (mainly floods and storms),
and, among the geological events earthquakes (5 per cent) and landslides (4 per cent) were the most common (Figure 2.4).
While geological events represented only 11 per cent of the total events included in the study, they accounted for 74 per
cent of all casualties (most caused by earthquakes). Over 220,000 of the 312,000 earthquake-related deaths that occurred
in the region during this period can be attributed to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti (Figure 2.5). In addition, 277 million people
were directly or indirectly affected by disasters in the region (Figure 2.6). Ninety-four per cent were affected by climatic
events, and of this number 50 per cent were affected by storms, 22 per cent by droughts and 20 per cent by floods.

Figure 2.4.

Hazard events in the Americas (type): 1998—2017
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Source: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters Emergency Event Database (EM-DAT).
Accessed on [2020].

Figure 2.5.

Events causing casualties in the Americas (type):
1998—2017

Figure 2.6.

Types of events affecting people in the Americas:
1998—2017
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Geophysical
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Source: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters Emergency Event Database (EM-DAT). Accessed on [2020].

Ventre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters and UNISDR (2018). The disaster events studied were limited to those included in the
CRED Emergency Event Database (EM-DAT).
111
Ibid.
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2.3.1. Previous successes in reducing
disaster-related deaths have been reversed
by the COVID-19 pandemic
Prior to 2015 and the Sendai Agreement, most countries in the LAC
region had achieved slight but important reductions in relative mortality,
especially with regards to extreme weather. Mortality had decreased
in Barbados, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador,
Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Trinidad and Tobago, St.
Kitts and Nevis and Venezuela. In Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay
rates remained constant during this period (as they had for over 25 years)
and only in Guatemala, Guyana and Jamaica did mortality rise.113
The COVID-19 pandemic has completely altered this trend, reversing declining mortality rates and accelerating those
that were rising, even in countries where the number of deaths from the virus has remained relatively low. It is critical to
note that the inclusion of biotic hazards in the Sendai Framework explains these changes, and thus the dramatic increase
in deaths does not necessarily signify backward movement with regards to traditional hazard events. In fact, had biotic
factors continued to be excluded, mortality rates would have stayed closer to 2015 levels.114

By August 2021, over 2 million COVID-19-related deaths had been recorded in the Americas, where overall death
rates are eight times the global average and two thirds of deaths have been concentrated in three countries: Brazil, Mexico
and the United States. Regarding the proportion of deaths among those infected, Peru, Mexico and Ecuador have the
highest rates (9.2, 7.8 and 6.5 per cent respectively). This data can be compared with that of November 2000 presented in
Figure 2.7.

UNISDR (2005). The expected outcome of the HFA was the “substantial reduction of disaster losses, in lives and in the social, economic and
environmental assets of communities and countries”. That governments and communities made significant inroads towards achieving this goal
during the agreement’s tenure is notable.
113
Estimates based upon data retrieved from the DesInventar Sendai platform. Accessed on [2020]. See UNDRR (no date [a]).
114
This stark variation illustrates the need to apply rigor in compiling data sets, conducting analysis and drawing conclusions upon which
comparisons and other policy decisions are often based.
112
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Figure 2.7. COVID-19 absolute and relative mortality rates in the USA and Latin America and the Caribbean9
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2.4. The impact of disasters on development
and economic performance
Accumulated loss and damage constitute a major financial blow to
affected countries because they shrink, exhaust and divert resources
that could have supported sustainable development. Unfortunately,
existing studies often fail to convince decision makers of the need
to invest in reducing the underlying causes and drivers of risk; as a
result, governments continue to fund mainly post-disaster response
and recovery, the insurance of public assets and catastrophe bonds to
finance large-scale reconstruction efforts.

2.4.1 The economic impact of disasters
One widely studied effect of losses sustained from disasters is their impact on economies and the development
process. It is not a simple task to measure the impact of disaster losses on a country’s economy or on development due to
the large number of factors upon which national and global economic performance depends, and most available studies
focus upon the impact of these losses on macroeconomic variables such as gross domestic product (GDP). ECLAC has
systematically carried out this type of analysis through disaster assessments that have been widely cited in various
editions of the GAR and other research.116 These studies reveal that large-scale disasters lead to significant loss and
disruption equal to a proportion of a country’s GDP determined by the size and complexity of that country and its economy.
This, in turn, has effects on other macroeconomic variables such as trade and public debt. To date, this research has
focused predominantly on specific disasters, but has not considered other variables that might have had an even greater
impact on GDP or the trade balance than disaster losses themselves. For example, the deceleration of the economy in
recent years, variations in international prices for basic products, social and political crises and many other factors affect
the true impact of a disaster on an economy. Even rarer are studies that include forecasts for post-disaster economic
recovery or the impact that the resulting indebtedness will have on the future performance of an economy. Information
that would permit useful long-term studies about the total losses incurred from intensive and extensive disasters both by
sector and over time is also not available.
An obstacle to development occurs when the losses resulting from disasters become recurrent to the point where
they are transformed into an economic imbalance and a constant drain on the resources of the affected country. It is
not essential that there be substantial losses of the magnitude produced by a large-scale disaster as it only takes one
medium-scale disaster each year or multiple instances of extensive disaster for these losses to have an economic impact
and precipitate a steady decline in national wealth. This effect is magnified when risk transference mechanisms such as
the insurance of assets are not widely employed, as is the case in many low- and medium-income countries in the LAC
region (Figure 2.8).

116

Assessments of the socioeconomic impact of disasters are cited in Chapter 5 and listed in the References section of this report..
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The losses associated with disasters in the LAC region over the last several decades have resulted in a powerful
upheaval in the economies of various countries. In small countries with poorly performing economies, they amount to a
reduction in annual GDP of between -2 and -3.5 per cent (Figure 2.9). This is even more pronounced in small Caribbean
countries and territories such as St. Kitts and Nevis, Antigua and Barbuda, Cayman Islands and Grenada, where average
losses have equalled between five and seven per cent of GDP. The same trend holds in low-income countries

Figure 2.8

Insured losses per country income level group in the LAC region (percentage): 1990—2018
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Source: Munich RE NatCatSERVICE. Accessed on [2020].

such as Bolivia and Haiti, where losses have equalled a nine per cent reduction in GDP. In Dominica, losses have resulted in
the equivalent of a -18.5 per cent contraction in GDP over the last 28 years. According to the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), Hurricane Maria, which devastated Dominica in 2017, caused damages amounting to 220 per cent of GDP, more
than double the island’s entire total annual production.117 According to ECLAC assessments, the total cost of Hurricanes
Irma and Maria in the British Virgin Islands and St. Martin exceeded 100 per cent of the GDP of both countries.

Larger nations in the region such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Mexico have financial strategies to reduce
the impact of disasters, and small countries with relatively solid economies such as Barbados, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic and Panama have only sustained disaster losses equal to less than one per cent of their GDP (although
impacts have been much more significant on local economies). These losses nevertheless shift over time from being a
circumstantial disruption in a given country’s development to a steady decline in national wealth that could have been
channelled into supporting development.

117

Nolan, S. and K. Srinivasan (2019).
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Figure 2.9

Disaster losses as a percentage of annual GDP: 1980—2018
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Box 2.2.
Colombia: Financial protection mechanisms against disasters118
In April 2012, the Government of Colombia passed Law 1523 to establish the National Disaster Risk Management
Policy (NDRMP) charged with implementing the country’s Disaster Risk Financial Management Strategy (DRFM
Strategy) that aims to reduce local-level financial vulnerability to disasters. The DRFM Strategy, which was updated in
2016, has three goals: identify exposure to financial risk caused by disasters; manage financial disaster risk, including
through the implementation of innovative financial instruments; and insure public assets from catastrophic risk.
In May 2019, under the umbrella of the DRFM Strategy, the first local disaster risk strategies were developed for
the Department of Cundinamarca, Bogotá and the Valley Metropolitan Area. These initiatives led to other territorial
administrations joining the DRFM program under the leadership of the Ministry of Finance and Public Credit,
with support from the World Bank’s Disaster Risk Financing and Insurance (DRFI) Programme and the Economic
Cooperation and Development Programme of Switzerland’s Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO).
Initiatives such as the Medium-Term Financial Framework (MTFF) of 2018, in coordination with a variety of nationallevel authorities, laid out an operational plan to implement the DRFM Strategy based upon the precept that “if
territorial-level entities adopt strategies to reduce their financial vulnerability, they will contribute to the financial
management of the national government”.
The legislation associated with the NDRMP obliges departments, districts and municipalities to maintain a Territorial
Disaster Risk Management Fund (TDRMF) that designates funds for a special account maintained by each territory
that are used to increase awareness, risk reduction and disaster management. Law 1523 mandates that these
resources be allocated through annual budgets and stipulates that the sources of income may include current freeuse income or funds from specific tax resources, revenue from the General Participation system, transfers from
public entities, credit-based resources and donations.
The importance of territorial-level funding was reinforced when Hurricane Iota struck Colombia in November 2020.
The Departmental Government of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa Catalina was able to utilize the DRFM Strategy
to strengthen legal, financial and operational aspects of its response, rehabilitation and reconstruction activities.

Área Metropolitana del Valle de Aburrá (2019); Gobernación de Putumayo (2019); Departamento de Cundinamarca (2019); Gobernación de San
Andrés, Providencia y Santa Catalina (2019).
118
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2.4.2. What disaster losses could have
financed for development
Had economic losses associated with recent disasters not been incurred,
countries such as Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Belize, Bolivia,
Dominica, El Salvador, Grenada, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua,
St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines would
have had sufficient resources to meet 100 per cent of the demand for
safe drinking water and sanitation services in both urban and rural areas
for the next ten years – and still would have had resources available
to maintain and modernize these systems as needed. Other countries
in the region could have significantly reduced existing deficits in these
services and come very close to meeting the targets set out in the SDGs.
It is widely known that economic growth does not equate to development, and that any measure of loss caused
by disasters calculated as a proportion of an aggregate variable such as GDP (while useful to the financial sector) is not
necessarily helpful to those directly affected. Similarly, measuring the impact of disasters on poverty rates may make
sense to those working to reduce it, but does not necessarily translate into timely information for the financial sector and
private equity firms. What both measurements have in common is that they offer a partial picture, but the complexity of
disasters and their effects requires a comprehensive lens to understand how investing in reducing underlying risk factors
will benefit society as a whole.
There is no doubt that infrastructure is an asset to both the public and private sectors. Although the act of building
infrastructure does not guarantee that its benefits will be experienced by everyone, development is impossible without
it. According to a recent report by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), average investments in infrastructure in
the region were equivalent to 3.5 per cent of GDP between 2008 and 2017. While disaster losses during the same period
amounted to 0.4 per cent of regional GDP, they were equal to 18 per cent of the total infrastructure investment during the
same period and to 11 per cent of the investment needed to close the current gap in infrastructure needs, estimated to be
$150 billion per year. 119

Box 2.3.
Disaster losses in the LAC region could have funded four times more research
and development120
According to an estimate based on data from 23 countries in the region, disaster losses between 1980 and 2018
equaled 1.5 per cent of annual GDP, while investment in research and development amounted to just 0.3 per cent
of GDP each year. Of the countries included in the study, only Argentina, Brazil, Mexico and Uruguay showed an
average investment that was slightly greater than the average disaster loss sustained during the same period. In
other countries, losses from disasters were much higher; for example, in Bolivia, El Salvador, Jamaica, Nicaragua and
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, losses surpassed research and development expenditures by a factor of between
20 and 30. In Honduras, over 70 times the value of the country’s investments in science and technology was lost to
disasters.
119
120

Serebrisky, T., et.al. (2018).
Munich RE NatCatSERVICE and World Bank Indicators . Accessed on 2020
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The impact of disasters on development is even more pronounced at the subsectoral level. The same analysis
revealed that the loss incurred during disasters — a significant proportion of which was damage to infrastructure – was
nearly equal to the entire investment made in water and sanitation, half of the investment in electric power, a third of that
made in transport and almost five times of the investment in telecommunications (Figure 2.10). A report by the World Bank
on the need to invest in infrastructure in developing countries by 2030 argues that it is necessary to not only invest more
but to invest more effectively, and that a sound investment equivalent to 4.5 per cent of GDP in low- and medium-income
countries would allow SDGs 6 and 13 to be achieved and maintained without raising the global average temperature by
more than 2°C. 121

Figure 2.10.

Disaster loss and public investment in infrastructure in the LAC region by sector (millions of United States dollars): 2008—2018
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Box 2.4.
Infrastructure deficits in Latin America and the Caribbean
The Latin American and Caribbean region has one of the largest infrastructure gaps in the world. Despite progress
in expanding coverage of basic services, there remains a 5 per cent shortfall in safe drinking water and a 17 per cent
deficit in sanitation services in urban areas. In rural areas, the gaps are even greater; only 64 per cent of people have
access to basic services. 122 It is estimated that energy loss due to malfunctioning power infrastructure is double that
of OECD countries, and the existence and density of paved roads by country income level is on par with that of Africa.
At a logistical level, the region’s exportation costs are higher than in South Asia and the elapsed time for export is
greater on average than for East Asian countries due to inadequate infrastructure that does not allow for the region
to fully participate in the global economy.123
If governments in the LAC region expanded investment in infrastructure to reach the level of OECD countries, general
productivity would increase by 75 per cent over the historical average and per capita income could double in half the
time. Many studies converge on the need for more infrastructure of better quality in the region, and that the lack of it
constitutes a challenge that must be faced in coming years to enhance competitiveness, increase productivity and
reduce the existing deficit in social infrastructure.

World Bank (2019).
WHO and UNICEF (2015).
123
Serebrisky, T., et.al (2018).
121
122
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It is imperative to invest in response and recovery efforts for future disasters, insurance coverage for assets and
risk transfer mechanisms in given existing risk levels and the impossibility of fully eliminating those associated with
natural hazards. However, these strategies will be ineffective if the cycle of enduring disasters and replacing losses — but
not addressing underlying causes — continues to prevail. Investments in risk reduction lessen the burden of recovery
processes, reduce the cost of insurance premiums, decrease poverty among affected populations and become a source
of savings in countries with the capacity to invest in strategically productive sectors such as infrastructure. This more
virtuous cycle unleashes a multiplier effect for sustainable development and is a long-term strategy that benefits all of
society. 119

2.4.3. The social and economic impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic in the LAC region
Once the pandemic ends, it will be possible to conduct a final disaster
assessment. However, as is often the case, the recovery of the most
vulnerable groups will require the most time.
It is too soon to measure the full human, economic and social tolls of COVID-19, and even more so because
many countries have relaxed restrictions while new variants continue to spread. Several countries are experiencing their
greatest spike in confirmed cases and fatalities during what appears to be a third wave of infections. The impact of the
pandemic on society is not exclusively related to the virus, however; COVID-19 merely triggered the larger crisis currently
underway. Highly interrelated economic, social and political conditions that have persisted and worsened over time do
much to explain why the losses have been so widespread and sustained and have affected so many different sectors of
the population. 124

The anticipated consequences of this crisis — that is, the simultaneous increase in poverty, inequality and
unemployment and the concentration of wealth in a few economic sectors — are not unique to this pandemic but are typical
of all crises afflicting the global economic system. Moreover, as has been the case with other crises, some economic and
social sectors will recover more rapidly going forward and will benefit greatly along the way. Despite severe economic
downturns, the global economy has not collapsed, nor has an economic recession such as the Great Depression of 1929—
1939 occurred; the disruption to stock markets has also been sporadic despite the pandemic’s initial effects coinciding
with a drop in international petroleum prices. Goldman Sachs, one of the world’s largest financial firms, offered a clear
perspective on the pandemic at the outset, understanding that it, like previous crises, offered “space for growth”. 125 While
certain developed countries forecasted a -4 to -6 per cent downturn in GDP in 2020, their economies have experienced
growth and some recovery in 2021.

Lavell, A., et al. (2020).
In March 2020, just as the pandemic began to deeply impact the United States, a group of senior executives from the Investment Strategy
Group of Goldman Sachs prepared a report in which they stated: “We share the optimism of the various vaccine experts and researchers at biotech
companies based on the good progress that has been made on various therapies and vaccines so far. We believe that fear will abate at the first
significant evidence of such progress. Trying to trade to a possible downside target when the year-end target is substantially higher is appropriate
for day traders, momentum followers, and some hedge fund managers, but not for long-term investors. Of equal importance, there is no guarantee
that the market reaches the lower levels that may be used as justification for selling today. On the other hand, we are more confident that the market
will eventually reach the higher target given the resiliency and pre-eminence of the US economy. And finally, we actually think that current levels
provide an opportunity to slowly add to the risk levels of a portfolio. For those who may be sitting on excess cash and have staying power with the
right strategic asset allocation, this is the time to start incrementally adding to S&P equities”. See Mossavar-Rahmani, S., et al. (2020); and Wallace,
R., et. al. (2020).
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This optimistic forecast has not held true in many developing countries, however, where the social and economic
impacts of the pandemic took hold before infections peaked. The need to lock down populations to avoid infection in
countries where most economic activity takes place within the informal sector has had profound effects. In Mexico, for
example, the informal economy is responsible for one quarter of economic production, and in El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras and Nicaragua 70 per cent of the labour force participates in informal economic activity. It was not only the risk
of contracting COVID-19 that impacted people who need to search for work and sustenance each day, but the physical
confinement and the economy paralysis that came with it. 126 For informal workers, such policies resulted in a significant
drop in income due to the cessation of non-essential activities and the decreased demand for many products, making the
lock down a luxury with which they could not afford to comply. In Peru, over 21,000 people, including street vendors and
other informal workers, were detained during the first weeks of the quarantine for not staying home. 127 In Colombia, it
became necessary to issue payments of between $40 and $50 to informal workers not receiving social benefits due to the
belief that it would otherwise be impossible to maintain social order. 128
The pandemic’s effect on informal workers has not been limited to the loss of livelihoods, however. They remain
extremely vulnerable to infection due to the inability to maintain social distancing in the small and overcrowded dwellings
in which they typically live. The lack of basic services such as potable water and plumbing also complicates efforts to
practice the hygienic practices called for by authorities. According to UN-Habitat, approximately one billion people in the
world have been locked down in marginal settlements without proper access to sanitation services, of which at least 120
million live in Latin American and Caribbean cities.129 The same dilemma is present in informal work itself, which often
involves being in close contact with other people on the street.

The International Labour Organization (ILO) confirmed that the crisis has also disproportionately affected working
women and threatens to reverse earlier progress made on gender equality in the labour market in recent decades. In
contrast with previous crises, women’s employment has been at greater risk during the COVID-19 pandemic due to its
effects on the service sector. Women also constitute a significant proportion of front-line workers, especially in health and
social services. In addition, the increased need for unpaid health care provoked by the crisis has been largely absorbed by
women.130

Workers in the formal economy have also been affected although in ways that differ quite significantly from their
counterparts in the informal economy. Millions of people employed in some form of outsourcing lost their jobs when
facilities were forced to close and did not receive paid benefits or assurances of being rehired once the crisis had passed.
Independent workers and freelancers, a group that includes many young professionals, have also suffered serious setbacks
in their income and job prospects. It is anticipated that the effects on economic activity in developing countries will be
severe and long term, and the decline in global economic activity, particularly in the United States, China and Europe, will
negatively impact trade volume and prices in Latin America and the Caribbean, especially for raw materials. 131

Lavell, A., et. al. (2020).
Semple, K. and N. Kitroeff (2020).
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BBC News Mundo (2020). The 1.5 million Venezuelan immigrants trying to escape their own country’s economic collapse figured among the
most vulnerable sectors of the population in Colombia during the pandemic.
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The decline in remittances due to economic paralysis and stricter migration policies in the United States had a
significant effect on the LAC region during the second quarter of 2020. The World Bank forecast that 2020 would end
with a decrease in remittances of between -8 and -0.2 for 2021 (except in Colombia, Dominican Republic, El Salvador and
Mexico where remittances increased during the third quarter). 132 Another effect of the pandemic has been the rising cost
of international money transfers, especially during the second quarter of 2020. In the LAC region, the average cost to send
$200 was approximately 5.8 per cent in the third quarter of 2020 — nearly twice the three per cent goal targeted in the
SDGs for fulfilment by 2030. The cost of sending money to Haiti and the Dominican Republic continues to be eight per
cent, the highest in the region.133

ECLAC anticipated that the direct impact will be distributed in each country according to the proportion of the
economy that each sector constitutes.134 For this reason, while the reduction in tourism revenues has had have a major
impact on all countries, the Caribbean islands have been especially hard hit. Over 75 per cent of jobs in St. Lucia and
St. Kitts and Nevis are in tourism, and in the Bahamas and Grenada, the sector generates over 50 per cent of GDP.135
Projections at the end of 2020 anticipated that the LAC region would suffer an overall decline in GDP of between -7.2 and
-9 per cent. 136 In South America, GDP was expected to contract by between -7.4 and -9.4 per cent; in Central America by
between -3.6 and -6.2 per cent; and in the Caribbean by between -1.8 and -5.4 per cent.137 Argentina, Bahamas, Ecuador,
Mexico, and St. Kitts and Nevis were expected to be among the most seriously affected by economic growth rates that
could fall by more than seven per cent, while the GDP of Antigua and Barbuda, Grenada and St. Lucia was forecast to
shrink by more than eight per cent.138

As a result of this economic downturn, poverty and extreme poverty have in fact increased in all countries of the
region. Based upon three scenarios and considering solely the reduction in income due to the impact on the labour
sector, ECLAC forecasted at the end of 2020 a significant increase in both categories of poverty. The worst-case scenario
projected that poverty and extreme poverty would increase 35.8 and 14.2 per cent, respectively (Figure 2.11). At the
country level, extreme poverty in Bolivia and Mexico was expected to increase by more than 15 per cent, and by more than
20 per cent in Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua. In the latter three countries, poverty was also forecasted to increase
by about 50 per cent.139 Inequality in all countries of the region was also expected to increase by 0.5 to 6.0 on the Gini
index, with the region’s largest economies expected to develop the widest social gaps (Figure 2.12).140 Due to the date of
this report’s writing, it has been impossible to contrast these projections with real-time developments, but existing data
suggests that they closely mirror what has come to pass.

World Bank (2020); and Quintana Romero, L., et.al. (2020).
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137
Ibid.
138
World Bank (2020); ECLAC (2020d).
139
ECLAC (2020a).
140
Ibid.
132
133

53

Figure 2.11.

Latin America (17 countries): projection of the population living in extreme poverty and poverty in 2020
(percentage and percentage points)

Extreme poverty
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Based on the Household Survey Data Bank (BADEHOG) of ECLAC.
a Projections.
b Preliminary projections based upon assumed impact on employment and labour income for the different production sectors. The three

scenarios differ according to whether the variation in average household income is less than the variation in GDP (low scenario), equal to this
(medium scenario) or higher (high scenario).
c Data refers to urban areas.
d Data refers to the 17 countries included in the chart plus Venezuela.

Fuente: CEPAL (2020c).
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Figure 2.12.

Latin America (17 countries): projected variation on the Gini index in 2020
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Source: ECLAC (2020a).

These predictions were based on the high level of economic and social vulnerability in the LAC region. Should the
data eventually prove to be accurate, the progress made over the last decade will have been reversed and achieving the
SDGs in the coming years will be unlikely. Pandemics such as COVID-19 will become more frequent if the human activity
that causes them does not change. In other words, failing to diminish the risk drivers that have thrown the world into this
colossal catastrophe will lead to more frequent and recurrent disasters.
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New patterns
and drivers of
urban risk141

3.
Disaster risk associated with climate change, biotic hazards and social and
territorial processes such as forced movement and the rapid growth of smaller
cities are creating new contexts in the region’s cities. As their effects increase, the
challenges to urban management and sustainable development will grow.
Today more than ever cities play a crucial role in the globalization process. As centres of produc-tion, consumption
and economic activity, cities define how land is used and occupied.142 In the LAC region, cities link social, economic,
political, environmental and cross-border processes. They are the nexus of their countries’ capital flows and host most
consumer goods manufacturing and com-merce. A clear indicator of the economic importance of cities is the economic
weight they possess in the region: just ten cities generate one third of regional GDP. 143 This economic activity is increasingly associated either directly or indirectly with transnational companies and international supply chains.
In practice, sustainable development is uncommon in Latin American cities. Some of the most widespread
consequences of this unsustainability manifest in unemployment and underemployment, environmental degradation,
insufficient access to basic urban services, a shortage of housing, low-quality housing, deteriorating infrastructure, lack
of access to critical resources (water, power, food, etc.) and an increase in all forms of violence. 144 These problems have
become more severe due to rapid population growth, the expansion of the built environment, the structural imbalance
caused by public service and housing deficits and recurrent regional economic crises. The result is urban spaces that are
highly segregated, both spatially and socially, and plagued with severe environmental problems.145
For more extended arguments and analysis of urban risk drivers, see Wilkinson, E. and A. Caroca Fernández (2020).
Seto, K., et.al. (2010) cited in Sánchez Rodríguez, R. (2013).
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144
IDB (2018). These ten cities are Brasilia, Bogota, Buenos Aires, Caracas, Lima, Mexico City, Monterrey, Rio de Janeiro, Santiago de Chile and São
Paulo.
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From a historical perspective, Latin American cities have long spawned a wide range of risk construction
processes, from those associated with natural hazards to those related to the increasingly complex hazards in which
human intervention plays a central role. Disasters of global impact, which are now occurring due to the effects of more
recent processes such as climate change, the mass movement of people and the COVID-19 pandemic, will characterize
urban risk and disasters for decades to come.
Similarly, cities have been transformed into increasingly complex systems that require new approaches and forms
of governance. Simply understanding the relationship between historical and emerging urban problems is already an
enormous challenge; implementing a better system for managing urban spaces will be an even greater one. This chapter
addresses the growth of Latin American cities and explores new dynamics in urban disaster risk construction.

Box 3.1.
Urban risk and international agreements146
Recent international frameworks and agreements, including the Sendai Framework, the 2030 Agenda, the Paris
Agreement and the New Urban Agenda recognize the importance of creating “inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
human settlements”.147
Indicator 11.5 of SDG Goal 11 seeks “by 2030 [to] significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number
of people affected and substantially decrease the direct economic losses (...) caused by disasters (...) with
a focus on protecting the poor and people in vulnerable situations”. Moreover, Indicator 11.b aims “...by
2020 [to] substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements adopting and implementing
integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate
change, resilience to disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction 2015-2030, holistic disaster risk management at all levels”. 148
Article 65 of the New Urban Agenda stresses the importance of “facilitating the sustainable management
of natural resources in cities and human settlements in a manner that protects and improves the urban
ecosystem and environmental services, reduces greenhouse gas emissions and air pollution and promotes
disaster risk reduction and management, by supporting the development of disaster risk reduction strategies
and periodical assessments of disaster risk caused by natural and human-made hazards, including
standards for risk levels, while fostering sustainable economic development”. Article 67 emphasizes the
need to “... improv[e] the resilience of cities to disasters and climate change, including floods, drought risks
and heat waves”, while Article 77 calls for “mainstreaming holistic and data-informed disaster risk reduction
and management at all levels to reduce vulnerabilities and risk, especially in risk-prone areas of formal and
informal settlements”.
The Paris Agreement highlights local governments as key actors in achieving its goals, and Target E of the
Sendai Framework emphasizes the need to “substantially increase the number of countries with national
and local disaster risk reduction strategies” and calls for the adoption of specific measures to combat
“underlying disaster risk drivers, such as the consequences of poverty and inequality, climate change and
variability, unplanned and rapid urbanization [and] poor land management”.

Adapted from Wilkinson, E. and A. Caroca Fernández (2020).
United Nations General Assembly (2015a) cited in UNDRR (2019).
148
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3.1. Urbanization and new patterns of risk
Risk is increasingly concentrated in small and medium-sized urban areas,
which are rapidly expanding. The radical alteration of physical space,
inadequate and poor-quality infrastructure, unplanned urban growth and
the effects of climate change are the main factors increasing this risk.

3.1.1. Accelerating growth and inequality
For several decades, Latin America has been the world’s most urbanized region. While rates of urbanization have
declined in recent years, in 2018 roughly 526 million people – 80.7 per cent of the total population of the region – lived in
cities.150 Caribbean islands such as Anguilla, Cayman Islands and St. Martin were 100 per cent urbanized by 1950. Others
are close behind: Guadalupe (99 per cent), Puerto Rico (94 per cent), Turks and Caicos (93 per cent) and the United States
Virgin Islands (96 per cent). Argentina is the most urbanized country in the region (92 per cent) outside of the Caribbean,
and Brazil and Mexico, the region’s two most populous countries, are 87 per cent and 80 per cent urbanized, respectively
151
. By 2050, it is predicted that overall urbanization in Latin America and the Caribbean will reach 83 per cent. By that date,
seventeen countries are projected to be 90 per cent urbanized, including Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Curaçao, Dominican
Republic, French Guiana, Martinique and Venezuela.152
Cities with over 500,000 inhabitants in the region have declining growth rates, while cities with less than 300,000
residents are experiencing the most rapid increase documented this century.153 For this reason, medium-sized and small
cities are increasingly the focus of investment by companies engaged in industry, commerce and the provision of services.
154
However, municipal planning processes and the necessary expansion and modernization of infrastructure have not
kept pace with this accelerated growth, which mimics the historical expansion of large metropolitan areas in the region. In
short, the population surges and the spread of the built environment have outpaced existing infrastructure and the social,
economic and environmental services required to meet the needs of the population and productive activities.155
In Latin American cities, the serious deficits in basic infrastructure and services are characterized by unequal
access, which only deepens existing inequality. Although access to safe water in the region surpasses 90 per cent, the rate
for poor peri-urban areas is only 16.5 per cent and residents may go for weeks without it. Meanwhile, the central areas of
cities typically receive a continuous water supply equal to 300 litres per person per day or more.156 It is worth noting that
the deficit in poorer areas has had a powerful impact on the incidence of COVID-19 in the urban periphery.

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2019). Experts, governments and international bodies continue to offer differing
definitions of what constitutes a city and the population ranges and characteristics that define an urban human settlement; see Blanco, A. (2018).
This report identifies the parameters being used in relevant sections and the source from which they came.
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Twenty per cent of the urban population in Latin America is impoverished, while 40.2 per cent of the urban population
in Caribbean SIDS lived in poverty in 2014.157 In 1990, 110.8 million urban dwellers lived in marginal settlements, and by
2014 the figure was 111 million.158 In Latin American cities, poverty is associated with the spread of informal settlements
on unstable hillsides, in flood zones, on fault lines or close to other hazards – all of which make these areas unsuitable
for human occupancy. It is also estimated that there is a housing deficit of at least 55.5 million units in the region, a figure
that includes 39.4 million existing dwellings of insufficient quality — that is, without property deeds, water, sewerage,
proper flooring or sufficient space – and the 16.1 million residences still needed to minimize overcrowding and house the
homeless.159
Only one third of urban growth in Latin America and the Caribbean is planned. New informal urbanized areas
can only be incorporated into the legal land market through costly regularization programmes.160 This ex post facto
land use planning leads to a high level of environmental degradation and the construction of expensive and poor-quality
infrastructure to provide access to areas that are often difficult to reach.

3.1.2 Urbanization and new patterns of risk
Sixty percent of cities with 500,000 or more inhabitants are highly vulnerable to at
least one type of natural hazard. In the LAC region, cities of this size are home to
over 340 million people. Many other cities, including the large capital metropolises
of Latin America and the Caribbean, are also at risk. 161

Figure 3.1.

Cities at risk due to exposure to natural hazards 162

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2018).

The EPC data correspond to 2005. World Bank (no date [b]).
World Bank (no date [c]).
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A significant amount of existing risk is due to the radical alteration of physical space caused by uncontrolled urban
growth and the human settlements built in highly hazard-prone areas. Roads, homes, high-rise buildings and informal
settlements are constructed on riverbeds, unstable hillsides, water catchment areas and wooded lands. Expansion of the
urban footprint alters hydrological cycles in catchment areas, producing landslides and floods and heightening seismic
and volcanic risk when that footprint reaches geological fault lines and the slopes of active volcanos.163 Human-induced
hazards in urban areas that are associated with manufacturing processes and the movement of goods has added to the
risk context present in the region’s cities (Box 3.3). Risk related to non-natural hazards is also growing due to administrative
and organizational inefficiency and underinvestment (see Box 3.2).

Figure 3.2.

Manifestations of risk in urban areas of Latin America between 1995 and 2015
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Mansilla, E. (2020). For examples of the numerous socionatural hazards that exist in the region, see Gellert, G. (2020); Caballero, L. (2020); and
Romano, L. (2020).
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Box 3.2.
Interruption of essential services in Bogotá, Colombia: 2002–2017164
In the city of Bogotá, damage and interruptions to essential services such as drinking water, sanitation, electricity, gas
and telecommunications occur more frequently than natural hazards such as floods, torrential rains and earthquakes.
According to data available on the DesInventar platform for the period between 2002 and 2017, interruptions of this
type occurred roughly 1,100 times per month and constituted 60 per cent of all events recorded. In the past seven
years, damage to essential systems increased 50 per cent over that of the previous nine years. The greatest number
of interruptions was concentrated within the historic city centre and in the older areas to the west and northwest
that were annexed during the second half of the twentieth century (Figures 3.3 and 3.4). This may be due to the lack
of modernization of these districts, the larger population influx they have received and deterioration due to a lack of
maintenance.

Fig. 3.3

Number of interruptions to essential
services in Bogota, Colombia (per 10,000
inhabitants): 2002—2010 )

Fig. 3.4

Number of interruptions to essential
services in Bogota, Colombia (per 10,000
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Source: Velásquez, A., et al. (2020). based upon the SIRE emergency data collected in the Bogotá, Colombia database in DesInventar and
population projections by the District Planning Secretariat.
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Box 3.3.
Industrial accidents in Latin American cities
There is a history of industrial accidents and disasters caused by human-induced hazards in Latin American cities.
For example, a liquid propane gas explosion in a manufacturing plant in San Juan Ixhuatepec in 1984 caused 503
fatalities and over 900 serious injuries, and another explosion caused by gasoline leaking into the Guadalajara’s
drainage system killed 212 people and injured 1,800 in 1992.165 In the Brazilian State of Minas Gerais, waste debris
from iron ore that had been extracted from several mines in the region caused what was widely regarded in 2015
to be the worst technological and environmental disaster in the history of the country. These and similar events in
other countries illustrate the increased exposure and growing risk associated with human-induced hazards in urban
spaces. The lack of systematization, documentation and records related to these events has hindered discussion that
could inform decision-making, and the policies needed to advance technological hazard risk reduction and control.
The region’s urbanization dynamics are changing its urban risk patterns. According to DesInventar data available
for eight countries (Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico and Peru), risk events over the
last three decades have become more concentrated and are occurring much more often in small and medium-sized urban
areas. Prior to the 1990s, most risk events occurred in larger cities.166 Eighty per cent of the events that occurred between
1990 and 2015 took place in small and medium-sized urban areas with a population of between 20,000 and 1 million people,
and 15 per cent occurred in areas with between 10,000 and 19,999 inhabitants that were undergoing an urban transition
(Figure 3.5); only 5 per cent of the events took place in metropolitan cities of over 1 million inhabitants. Weather-related
events (principally floods) recurred with the greatest frequency. The three main effects of these events (the number of
fatalities and affected and destroyed homes) were also concentrated in small and medium-sized cities (Figure 3.6). While
variations exist across the region, these tendencies have become more concentrated and have accelerated over the last
two decades.167

Figure 3.5. Risk events in urban areas in eight Latin American countries (population and percentage): 1990-2015.
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3.2. The effects of climate change and their
impact on urban risk in the LAC region
It is anticipated that the events associated with or amplified by climate change will
play an increasingly important role in the growth of risk in the region’s urban areas
in the medium and longer term.
Despite their relatively small contribution to global greenhouse gas emissions, cities in the LAC region are deeply
affected by climate change.168 Some of its principal effects are discussed below.

3.2.1. Fires
Fires in densely populated human settlements are exacting an increasingly high economic impact and human
toll. Because unplanned urban growth had pushed the city limits of Valparaíso, Chile into forested areas, both forest and
urban fires occurred there in 2014.169 Forest fires in Bolivia and Paraguay in 2020 similarly had important consequences
for adjacent urban areas, and fires on the West Coast of the United States that same year caused unprecedented damage
and loss.

Box 3.4.
Forest fires on the West Coast of the United States170
In 2020, the western United States suffered a series of major forest fires in California, Oregon and Washington.
Many fires were ignited in dry and hot terrain and developed into mega-fires that burned over 2.6 million ha of land,
destroying thousands of structures, causing the deaths of at least 40 people (with dozens more missing across five
states) and provoking the mobilization of several thousand firefighters.
In Oregon, forest fires burned all year but in September scorched 4,000 km2, killing eight people and destroying 1,145
homes and 579 other structures. In Washington, 3,200 km2 burned and destroyed 418 structures, including 195
homes. In California, approximately 13,000 km2 burned – the most extensive surface area ever recorded in a single
fire season. Four thousand two hundred structures were destroyed and 25 people lost their lives. The fires resulted
in a clear case of systemic, transboundary risk: vineyards and wineries in Napa Valley were forced to abandon most
or all of the year’s wine production due to contamination from ash and smoke; the fires aggravated air pollution over
much of the western United States and Canada from Los Angeles to British Columbia; and Alaska Airlines had to
suspend its flights from Portland, Oregon and Spokane, Washington due to poor air quality.
COVID-19 brought new challenges to firefighting due to measures aiming to prevent transmission of the disease.
The California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) introduced new protocols: the wearing of face
masks, social distancing on work breaks and a reduction in the number of occupants in trucks used to transport
firefighters. California is heavily dependent upon the use of prison inmates as firefighters; they made up nearly a
quarter of CAL FIRE personnel during the 2018-2019 fire season. Despite the demand for these workers, measures
put in place to limit the spread of COVID-19 within the corrections system as well as early release and quarantine
policies reduced their availability, and more seasonal firefighters had to be hired.
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3.2.2. Heatwaves
The extensive construction of urban areas on non-porous surfaces hampers environmental functions such as
groundwater filtration and heat mitigation.171 This, in combination with the extreme temperatures associated with climate
change, has raised the average temperature of cities and prolonged periods of hot weather. According to a recent study,
24 countries in the Americas experienced extreme heat between 2010 and 2019. In northern South America, it is estimated
that heatwaves could become five to ten times more frequent by the middle of this century, while in the Southern Cone,
the number of extremely hot days could double. In cities such as Santiago and Buenos Aires, these periods have already
increased by 30 and 50 per cent respectively over the four previous decades.172 Research conducted at Columbia University
in the United States revealed that the frequency of extreme heat in some Mexican cities has more than doubled since
1979, especially in the northern Gulf of California and the southern Gulf of Mexico.173 In the summer of 2019, cities such
as Mérida, Mexicali and Villahermosa recorded several days of temperatures ranging between 38o and 45o C, which felt like
45o and 52oC to the human body.174
Heatwaves are also associated with health problems and reduced water supply. They increase the risk of urban
and forest fires and crop losses and can cause power outages that limit options for ventilation, refrigeration and air
conditioning. 175

3.2.3. Flood risk
By 2030, almost half of all urban expansion worldwide — expected to extend over 500,000 km2 — will have occurred
in high-frequency flood zones. It is anticipated that between 2000 and 2030, the world’s urban surfaces exposed to floods
(with the effects of climate change already taken into consideration) will increase by 2.7 times, while those exposed to
drought will double and those exposed to both floods and drought will increase by a factor of 2.5.176, 177 In the region, vast
amounts of territory are suffering severe floods caused by rising sea levels, the expansion of urban settlements into flood
zones, and the effects of a combination of adverse geographic conditions including high tides and increased wave size
and action. Box 3.5 analyses how some of these factors are impacting the city of Belém, Brazil.

Box 3.5.
Flood risk in Belém, Brazil178
The cities of the Amazon Delta and Estuary (ADE) are experiencing rapid growth. The urban population has increased
by 300 per cent in the past 40 years179 and is expected to grow by another 50 per cent in the coming ten years. In the
process, Belém is expected to expand further along the banks of the Amazon and critically impact the ecosystemic
services provided by the delta and estuary.180 Between 60 and 90 per cent of the urban population of the ADE is highly
exposed to floods and are moderately to highly vulnerable due to a lack of services, inadequate infrastructure and low
socioeconomic conditions.
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infrastructure and low socioeconomic conditions.
The city of Belém is located in northern Brazil and is the largest of the ADE cities, with 1.5 million residents and a
population density of approximately 1,315 inhabitants/km2. Most residents have limited or no access to infrastructure
and services, and these conditions are not expected to change. Like most ADE cities, Belém is situated in a low-lying
region; approximately 40 per cent of its area is below sea level. It receives intense tropical rainfall that averages over
3,000 mm per year, and heavy flooding occurs when heavy rains coincide with high tides. In the near future, it is likely
that climate change will increase the intensity and frequency of this seasonal tropical flooding and will accelerate the
rise in sea level, exacerbating the human-induced pressure on the region.181
Accelerated urban growth increases population density and stimulates competition for land amid the almost total
absence of planning or institutional management. This in turn augments pressure on river channels, increasing the
penetration level of residual water, waste and river sedimentation and increasing overall water levels and pollution.
Recently constructed infrastructure and growing urbanization have had a negative effect on the traditional relationship
between humans and water, limiting the former’s capacity to adapt to specific local conditions. Impoverished
populations living in urban districts have lost their ability to cope with flooding due to financial limitations and a
general sense of powerlessness.182
Belém has the greatest infrastructure and services deficits for low-income families among all cities in Brazil, and the
second-highest deficit for high-income families.183 Both socioeconomic groups are highly vulnerable to floods. For
high-income families, paradoxically this was caused by the construction of storm drains, which are not maintained
and are constantly clogged.
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Figure 3.7.

City of Belém, Brazil
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3.2.4. Droughts and stress on water resources
Thirty-three per cent of the world’s water is found in Latin America and the Caribbean. However, water quality and
access to these resources are unequal across the region, especially in cities. Deforestation, overuse of resources, changes
in land use, expanding urbanization, industrial agriculture, other intensive production activities, and the impacts of climate
change and mining are all taxing the region’s water supply. In 2018, over 14 per cent of the urban population lacked reliable
drinking water, and it is anticipated that the world’s water deficit will reach 40 per cent by 2030. Lima, Mexico City and Rio
de Janeiro, three of the largest cities in the region, are among the 20 cities in the world with the highest levels of water
stress.185

The city of Lima, Peru, with its population of over 9.5 million inhabitants, is one of the world’s most arid urban
areas. It receives only 9 mm of precipitation per year,186 and its water supply comes primarily from the catchment of
the Rímac, Chillón and Lurín Rivers, which originate from the snow cover and glaciers of the Andes Mountains. Today,
these rivers carry 43 per cent less water than they did 40 years ago as a result of the snow and ice loss caused by hotter
temperatures.187 Lima’s water supply is limited to 125 mᶟ per inhabitant per year, which ranks far below the 1,700 m per
inhabitant per year indicator established by the United Nations to identify situations of water scarcity.188

Mexico City and Rio de Janeiro rank even higher than Lima on international measures of water stress, and many
other cities in the region depend on surface water resources. The impacts of climate change will further aggravate water
scarcity and the existing infrastructure deficiencies for its storage, transport and distribution.189 It is predicted that this
will lead to increased expenditures to build the new infrastructure required to guarantee the water supply. In Quito, it is
estimated that accessing enough water to replace that previously provided by glaciers will increase the cost of collection
and distribution by 30 per cent.191

The availability of water impacts the generation of electrical power and food availability, and as such also impacts
the operation of essential systems in urban areas and the quality of the lives of its inhabitants. Millions of people have
been affected by interruptions in the supply of potable water due to administrative or technical lapses in cities such as
Lima or Mexico City.192 Prolonged drought was also one of the factors that caused a series of nationwide blackouts
in Venezuela in 2019, when a malfunction at the Simón Bolívar hydroelectric plant left the capital city of Caracas and
23 states without power. These power outages paralyzed water pumping systems and purification plants for several
weeks and left more than 25 million people — 80 per cent of the entire population — without potable water. This incident
worsened what was already a very complex humanitarian situation.193
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Box 3.6.
Production activities contributing to water stress and disasters in the regions
Pressure to expand the frontiers of agriculture has intensified the impact of disasters. An investigation published
in 2019 by The Guardian revealed that several Brazilian companies producing meat for export were potentially
responsible for the deforestation of between 28,000 and 32,000 ha of Amazon rainforest and are the principal
cause of forest fires in the Amazon region. This dynamic has been exacerbated by the deregulation of the Brazilian
agricultural sector in recent years.194
Forest fires are increasingly used to change land use to support urbanization, mining or agricultural activities. In
August 2019, 30,901 forest fires took place in the Amazon region, almost triple the number that occurred during
the same period in 2018. Paraguay and Bolivia also experienced fires and declared a state of emergency due to the
burning of more than four million ha. The Amazon Environmental Protection Institute reported that up to 190 km2 of
the forested area of the State of Acre had been burned or damaged, and a loss of 1,698 km2 of vegetation cover in the
wider Brazilian Amazon region as of 20 August 2020 – a 222 per cent increase over three years earlier (526 km2).195
Mining is a water-intensive industry. Two major mining projects in Mexico — Mina Peñasquito, which extracts gold
and silver in Zacatecas, and Buenavista del Cobre in Sonora, which mines copper — use the equivalent of 80 million
m3 of water per year in their operations.196 This amount is the equivalent of the annual water needs of 1 million people
in the LAC region or roughly 6 million people in Africa.197 This overuse of water in areas under stress translates into
more intense and frequent droughts due to aquifer drainage in arid and semi-arid regions and lowers water quality.
The loss of subsistence crops intensifies food crises for poor populations and leads to the plunder of lands due to
violent eviction or voluntary departure.
On the other hand, countries such as Costa Rica, El Salvador and Uruguay have strengthened legislation to protect
their water resources against certain productive activities. The constitution of Uruguay recognizes access to water as
a basic human right, and it is the only country in the region that has succeeded in providing comprehensive protection
against the privatization of the use and distribution of water.198 These measures are the basis for a robust system of
governance of water that could prevent future disasters and serious social conflicts over unequal access. That said,
the valuation of water as a commercial good has already begun with its listing on the Wall Street futures market.199
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3.3. More frequent epidemics and pandemics as
urban disasters
According to experts, disasters of biological origin will become more frequent. A surge of new pathogens is expected
due to environmental degradation and climate change,200 and the mutation of existing pathogens will also occur and spread
more frequently in urban areas, much like COVID-19 has (90 per cent of cases have been recorded in urban settings).
The new SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus strain that caused the COVID-19 pandemic reveals both
the complex nature of risk and the interrelationship between the urban and natural worlds. Various
studies indicate that several human-induced components caused the virus to spread from animals
to humans and then around the globe. A short description of a few of these factors follows.
Environmental degradation: Over the past 40 years, an area the size of Europe has been deforested,
and in the last 50 years half of the world’s tropical forests have been destroyed. Changes to the
landscape and the invasion of humans into natural systems are factors that modify the transmission
of viruses. It is estimated that changes in land use caused by the transformation of tropical forests
into agricultural lands and pastures for cattle are linked to 30 per cent of known emerging diseases.201
The proliferation of large-scale industrial farming in which domestic species interact with wildlife can
convert farm animals into hosts and spreaders of pathogens. When these animals, which are generally
raised for human consumption in cities, are kept together with other species in unsanitary conditions, it
is possible for pathogens to jump to humans, narrowing the gap between rural areas and the cities. 202, 203
In most of the world, animals captured or raised for consumption are transported, kept, killed and
subsequently stored in unsanitary conditions. Wet markets and the trade of wild animals for consumption
or as exotic pets facilitate the virus’s leap from one species to another, which can trigger epidemics.
These possibilities have been magnified by the relaxation of health standards in these establishments.
Due to the globalization of production and markets, the expansion of shipping routes, and the more highly
interconnected global transport network, pathogens can spread through a wide variety of channels.
This is how the SARS-CoV-2 virus crossed borders and spread across continents in just eight weeks.205
Is it essential to note that these means of transmission are also relevant to other diseases
that have originated in animals, including dengue fever, the Zika virus, yellow fever and malaria,
which represent 60 per cent of known epidemic illnesses206 and occur frequently in the LAC region.207
The COVID-19 pandemic and its impact upon the world is a clear call to confront the complexity and systemic
nature of disasters and their cascading global impacts. These challenges, which will continue in the years to come,
confirm the need to deepen our understanding of risk, to integrate it into all planning and developmental efforts, and
to build management structures that can successfully reduce it. Cities, due to their complex interdependencies
and structure, are key scenarios of systemic risk and for strengthening a systemic approach to risk governance.
Wallace, R. (2016).
Berardelli, J. (2020).
202
Wallace, R., A. et.al. (2020).
203
For further details regarding the high level of vulnerability associated with intensive farming and initiatives aiming to reduce this exposure, see
Huertas, G. (2020) and Huertas, G. (2020a).
204
Wallace, R., A. et.al. (2020) and Berardelli, J. (2020).
205
Ibid.
206
Morse, S. S., et.al. (2012).
207
For a discussion of epidemics in the region and examples of their impact throughout history, see Velásquez, A., et al. (2020d) and Coles, A.
(2020).
200
201

69

3.4. Human mobility, migration and urban risk
According to a report published by the World Bank in 2018,208 internal climate migration in Sub-Saharan Africa,
South Asia and Latin America will increase by 2050. The most pessimistic scenario of three formulated by the IPCC
forecasts that by that same year the number of internal climate migrants could reach 143 million.209 In the IPCC’s moderate
scenario, there will be between 65 and 105 million climate migrants by 2050, and the most optimistic scenario projects
that between 31 and 72 million people will be on the move 210 by that time (Figure 3.8).

Figure 3.8.
Projected number of climate migrants in Sub-Saharan African, South Asia, and Latin America under
three scenarlos, by 2050
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Source: Rigaud, K.K., et al. (2018).

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the displacement of people due to climatic disasters is already a reality.
According to the International Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), floods and their effects have been responsible for
39 per cent of the 23.5 million people displaced due to disasters in the LAC region since 2008.211 Eighty per cent of this
climate-related displacement took place in Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Peru.212
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Migratory movement due to poverty, violence and crime also impacts several countries. Over 3.8 million people
were internally displaced between 2009 and 2019 due to conflicts primarily in Colombia, El Salvador, Mexico and Peru.213
In addition, between 2000 and 2020 there was constant cross-border movement from the Dominican Republic, Haiti and
Nicaragua to Costa Rica, the United States and other countries.214
In addition to the gradual migration that occurred during the second half of the twentieth century, two mass
population shifts in the last ten years have impacted the region. Despite the absence of reliable official data, it is estimated
that approximately 4.9 million people had fled Venezuela by the end of 2020.215 An estimated 1.9 million of them crossed
into Colombia, creating a humanitarian crisis of vast proportions and straining already scarce resources to attend to their
needs.216 Elsewhere in the region, displaced individuals fleeing the violence and poverty plaguing El Salvador, Honduras,
Nicaragua and to a lesser extent Guatemala are emigrating to the United States. The Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that 830,000 people were uprooted from their homes in 2019, and the
number continues to grow.217 The potential impact of COVID-19 and the loss of employment will also intensify the recession
that had already been forecast in the region. In Central America alone, the pandemic has impacted over 8.3 million jobs.218

Box 3.8.
Mass migration in the LAC region
The mass movement of people has a long history in Latin America and the Caribbean, whether caused by migration,
political exile or displacement. The capital cities of all countries in the region grew between 1950 and 1990 due to the
internal movement of people from rural to urban areas. Over 26 million second- and third-generation Latin Americans
live in the United States, and over 1 million people and their families went into exile from Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Chile and Uruguay and as a result of political conditions that prevailed there between 1950 and the early 1980s.219
The civil war in El Salvador displaced approximately 500,000 people, and a similar number fled armed conflicts in
Guatemala and Nicaragua during the 1980s and 1990s. Approximately 50,000 residents of Chiapas, Mexico were
forced to abandon their homes due to incursions by the army during the 1994 Zapatista uprising. The exodus of
Cubans to Miami and the successive waves of migration and displacement from Haiti to the Dominican Republic
and other countries are other examples.220 The most extreme case of mass displacement in the region is that
of Colombia, where over 7.7 million people have been forced to move because of internal conflicts and violence
associated with criminal groups.
This phenomenon has escalated over a relatively short period of time and has resulted in humanitarian crises in
various countries of the region. It is a focus of the attention of governments and specialized international bodies that
requires the implementation of appropriate policies.221
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If the trend continues over the medium term, migratory flows in the region, which are predominantly headed for
urban areas, will also impact transitional and destination cities. The arrival of migrants could place pressure on water
and sanitation services, urban land availability and municipal service networks such as transport, health and education.
Migrant populations could settle into situations of urban poverty, excluded from the labour market and living in areas
vulnerable to hazards, thus increasing disaster risk. If this occurs, it will present an additional challenge to sustainable
urban development in the region.222, 223

3.5. Cities of the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM)
This phenomenon is causing environmental degradation. The pollution generated by informal settlements in the
upper portions of river basins is affecting coastal areas, contaminating the marine environment and damaging coral reefs
across the subregion. In Trinidad, 46 per cent of agricultural land has been repurposed for low-density housing, and the
capital city of Port of Spain has suffered deforestation and a loss of wetlands due to urbanization and expansion of the
port. In Jamaica, 10 per cent of the country’s irregular settlements are located in environmentally fragile areas, which are
generally those most affected by disasters.225 Over half the informal settlements in Kingston, St. Andrews and St. Thomas
are located less than 100 meters from flood-prone waterways.226

Figure 3.9.

Informal settlements in hazard-prone areas of Jamaica.
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The effects of climate change on Caribbean countries include more frequent and severe hurricanes, tropical
storms, droughts227 and rising sea levels – the latter of which is of particular concern given that seventy per cent of the
Caribbean population lives in coastal cities and approximately 4.2 million people reside in low-elevation coastal areas.228
Since 2008, eight tropical storms (including Hurricane Ike in 2008, Hurricane Matthew in 2016 and Hurricane Irma in 2017)
caused 6 million people in 22 Caribbean countries and territories to be displaced, amounting to a quarter of all disasterrelated displacement in the region.229
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Belize is among the most exposed countries, with 45 per cent of its population living in densely populated urban
areas along its low-lying coastline. Belize City, which is situated at between 30 and 60 centimetres below sea level, hosts
about 20.5 per cent of the population and is particularly susceptible to storms, heavy swells and surges.230 In Barbados,
Guyana, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, close to 45 per cent of the population lives within five kilometres of the coast,
and in the Bahamas 80 per cent of the population lives in vulnerable coastal areas.231

Box 3.9.
The impact of Hurricane Dorian on the Bahamas232
Dorian is considered the strongest hurricane on record to hit the Bahamas in terms of wind speed, storm surge and
damage, which amounted to $2.4 billion of public (nine per cent) and private sector assets (91% per cent).233 The
storm surges extensively damaged coastal and adjacent low-lying areas. On 1 September 2019, the eye of Hurricane
Dorian made landfall on the Abaco Islands with maximum sustained winds of 185 mph (280 km/h), wind gusts of
over 220 mph (335 km/h) and a central barometric pressure of 911 millibars (26.9 inHg). Abaco and its cays on the
eastern side were the hardest hit. The central and northern part of the island was affected by hurricane force winds,
storm surge and flooding. According to the Bahamas Bureau of Meteorology, the storm surge level was 20 to 25
feet (6.1 to 7.6 m). On 2 September, the eye of Hurricane Dorian moved over the eastern side of Grand Bahama and
crossed the island as Category 5. The hurricane then stalled over Grand Bahama for another day, finally moving
away from the island on the 3 September.
Approximately 5,503 people were either killed, went missing, sustained injuries or were evacuated. Abaco suffered 87
per cent of the damage and Grand Bahama suffered the remainder. Losses were estimated at $717.3 million, mainly
suffered by the private sector, which accounted for 84 per cent of the total. 70 per cent of the losses occurred in
Abaco, 16 per cent in Grand Bahama and 9 per cent in other islands. Additional costs amounted to $220.9 million.
The impact in terms of national economic activity was one percentage point (p.p.) of GDP while in Abaco it was 7.3
p.p. and in Grand Bahama, 2 p.p.
Further substantial expansion of the urban footprint is projected in SIDS in the Caribbean in the medium and long
term. Urban surface area in Trinidad and Tobago is expected to increase seven-fold.234 Uncontrolled urban expansion in
low-density urban corridors will hinder proper delivery of services in the subregion, where it is estimated that 83 per cent
of the population endures flooding due to flaws in the drainage systems; 85 per cent of wastewater is discharged into the
sea untreated; and only 17 per cent of homes are connected to sewage and water treatment systems.235
In a continent undergoing rapid urbanization and a visible exacerbation of disasters increasingly related to climate
change, risk reduction must become a key component in all local and national development strategies. Urban risk in the
LAC region is strongly associated with poor planning and weak risk governance. Possible aggravating factors include
obsolete planning instruments; low institutional capacity that includes limited human, technical and financial resources;
lack of political will; an absence of transparency; and low public awareness. Multiple international frameworks and
accords including the Sendai Framework have recognized the urgent need to reduce urban risk by increasing awareness
and enhancing risk governance.236 Local governments must work to achieve these goals in collaboration with national and
international stakeholders.
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3.6. Regional lessons learned from the “Making
Cities Resilient Campaign: My City is Getting
Ready!”
Making Cities Resilient Campaign: My City is Getting Ready (MCR) was launched in 2010 as a vehicle to reduce
urban risk. Its purpose was to promote sustainable urban development by encouraging a greater understanding of risk
through knowing more, investing better and building more safely. 237

Box 3.10.
The Making Cities Resilient Campaign: My City is Getting Ready! in the Americas
Launched in 2010 during the tenure of the HFA, the Making Cities Resilient Campaign was updated in 2015 to better
align with the Sendai Framework, the 2030 Agenda the SDGs, the Paris Agreement, the New Urban Agenda and
Addis Ababa Action Agenda.238 In concordance with Target E of the Sendai Framework, 4,350 cities around the world
enrolled in the campaign by October 2020, nearly 2,000 of which are located in the LAC region, providing another
demonstration of the commitment of local governments to disaster risk reduction in the urban setting.
The campaign strategy was based on the ten essentials for resilient cities providing broad coverage of the themes
to be addressed in the formulation of a strategy or action plan to enhance resilience. These essentials included local
risk governance mechanisms, the local governments’ financial and institutional capacities, as well as their disaster
preparedness, response and post-disaster recovery capacities.
During the campaign, thirteen cities in the Americas were recognized as Role Model Cities due the progress they
had made on the ten essentialsto strengthen local governance to reduce disaster risk: Bogotá, Colombia; Campinas
and the State of São Paulo, Brazil; Guatemala City, Guatemala; La Paz, Bolivia; Mexico City, Mexico; North Vancouver,
District of Oak Bay and Saanich, Canada; San Francisco, United States; Santa Fe, Argentina; and Santa Tecla, El
Salvador.
The Campaign was succeeded in 2020 by the Making Cities Resilient MCR2030 initiative, which promotes local
resilience through advocacy, knowledge sharing, mutually reinforcing city-to-city learning networks, technical
expertise, vertically integrating government and building partnerships.
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For more information about this initiative, see UNDRR (2020).
Ibid.
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A report documenting the lessons learned during the implementation of the campaign in the region239 identified
seven cross-cutting themes that must form the cornerstone of any regional effort to enhance the resilience of cities:
Horizontal integration among sectors at the municipal level: This promotes resilience by building policy
coordination and coherent planning and action. Involvement of all municipal sectors fosters coordinated and
risk-informed decision-making and planning and strengthens the financial capacity to boost implementation
synergies.
Vertical integration among levels of government: An integrated approach to building resilience can overcome
challenges in governance and misalignments in planning and action. Successful efforts have focused on
organizational shifts, driving regulatory and financial policies and facilitating synergies across the different
levels of government.
Cooperation among cities: Networks among municipalities build resilience through the sharing of technical
assistance, knowledge, policy ideas, project upscaling and access to financial support.
Strengthening capacity and improving knowledge about risk: Building adequate technical, human and
organizational capabilities and knowledge of current and future risks is critical to reducing and managing
risk. The development of evidence-based policies, financial risk-based planning in all sectors and
straightforward administrative procedures stimulates the participation of multiple interested parties in risk
mitigation initiatives.
Community participation and equity: Including civil society and individuals in community training and
bottom-up initiatives acknowledges their roles as beneficiaries of risk mitigation and contributors to
resilience. This participation builds trust and encourages active participation.
Data management and appropriate innovations: Using risk mitigation tools that are adapted to the local
contexts and challenges are essential to building resiliency. Such tools may range from a technologycentred ICT focus to low-tech data collection based on community or ancestral knowledge. Choices should
be financially appropriate and foster efficient, innovative solutions at the lowest cost.
Climate change adaptation strategies: promotes ecological approaches to resilience building, such as
Nature-Based Solutions and ecosystem services’ mobilization. Climate adaptation challengers are also
fully integrated into risk governance and territorial strategies, and cities can levy adaptation funds for joint
actions in climate risk mitigation.
An analysis of regional best practices has revealed the need to encourage a systemic approach to addressing
urban risk. It is important to understand that increasing resilience is a long-term process, and that participating in initiatives
and campaigns is the first step. The exchange of knowledge and mutual support among cities have proven to catalyse the
learning process, particularly when focused on specific areas and action.
Moreover, vertical integration across different levels of government (national, subnational and local) is fundamental
to developing effective policies that are consistent with international agreements on sustainable development. Strategies
and plans aiming to achieve resilience and reduce disaster risk at the local level must be linked to local development
policies, systematically monitored and connected to financial planning instruments to ensure implementation.
Cities are central to the globalization process. To promote and maintain sustainable development, it is essential
to incorporate disaster risk management into the long-term vision and planning of municipalities. Disaster risk can only
be reduced by the efforts and ownership of all sectors. Ultimately, all public policies and strategic plans must be risk
informed.
239

The systematizing document will be published in 2021.
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3.7. Challenges to urban risk reduction: the
need for new approaches for managing
cities
Risk is becoming increasingly concentrated in cities. Emerging economic,
social, environmental, cultural, and other processes are adding complexity
and new obstacles to achieving a clear understanding of contemporary
urban processes and their management.

The effects of climate change, globalization and human mobility in the region’s cities are evident in the current
context of urban risk. Territorial, social, economic, political and environmental dimensions intersect with various other
factors to construct risk.240 These factors include the interaction among production, consumption and environmental
degradation; climate, economic, disaster and conflict-related migration; urban growth and urban land scarcity. All of
these converge with different and sometimes competing global, national, subnational and local interests and have a
direct impact on territories and on the conditions in which impoverished urban residents live. These dynamics reconfigure
urban risk and underscore the need for new approaches to diminish it. Recent urban studies have attempted to capture
the complexity of modern urbanization, but this has not occurred at the pace nor scale needed to fully understand the
problems and support change.241 Studies that link urban risk to development processes and planning are rare.
A new understanding of contemporary urban processes, structures, forms and functions based upon an
understanding of different urban components, interrelationships and interdependencies is urgently needed. The concept
of systemic risk introduced in the GAR 2019 emphasized the need to “understand and manage the interdependent,
multidimensional variables of risk that are created by, and magnified among, different systems as they interact across
different geographic or spatial scales”.242 The urban setting is at the centre of systemic risk, as demonstrated by the
impact of COVID-19 on urban population and life. The fragmentation of city management, cities’ dependencies on others
and lack of autonomy to make their own decisions and the complexity of handling an emergency of systemic dimensions
have become evident.

UNDRR (2019).
Ibid.
242
Ibid.
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241

76

Figure 3.10.

Major effects of climate change in cities
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Governance models have not evolved at the rate required to manage both established and new urbanization
processes, and therefore cannot respond to the challenge of achieving sustainable, resilient, safe and inclusive urban
development.243 In the LAC region, as in other parts of the developing world, urban management is fragmented and
based upon political and administrative divisions that neither match the way cities operate nor the manner in which
strategic, long-term planning needs to take place. As a result, most cities in the region lack effective coordination across
jurisdictions and are characterized by political conflicts among levels of governance, inefficient infrastructure operations,
the inability to capitalize on potential economies of scale and inequities in the provision of public services.244
Moreover, the scope and function of urban planning tools requires serious innovation and revision. The physical
space in which risk originates as opposed to where it materializes as disaster are not always the same and may be in
fact be hundreds of kilometres apart.245 This is the case when settlements in low-lying river basins are flooded due to
environmental degradation further upstream, and when cities that have made a small contribution to the accumulation
of greenhouse gases experience the effects of climate change. Globalization and the competition it has caused between
national and international markets has led to fierce competition among municipalities to attract investment that will
create new work, tax revenue and spaces that can be described as “globalized”.245 Traditional urban planning instruments
oriented towards managing land use are not always responsive to the need for this type of transformation and adaptation.
Moreover, competition for investment by municipalities may lead to a lack of consideration of risk reduction and control
and the forsaking of norms in order to attract investment, even if it is not devoid of risk.

Ibid.
Ramírez de la Cruz, E. E. (2012).
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Lavell, A. (2009).
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Spatial, territorial, sectoral, social, economic and political relations in cities are complex, and their interactions are
not entirely understood by researchers, analysts or urban administrators. For example, a critical role often assigned to
planning is the mitigation of climate change, but there is little questioning of the real utility in doing so. On a similar note,
rarely does the research and planning literature examine the instruments used to coordinate these efforts by the various
levels of government.247 When the difficulties in mitigating the effects of climate change in urban settings are analysed,
similar obstacles around coordination can be found in both industrialized and developing countries.248
A new approach to urban risk is needed to promote sustainable development in the region’s cities. It will require
strengthening governance and urban management that control risk construction with some degree of efficacy, and
planning processes and tools that expand understanding of the economic, social, and environmental processes already
unfolding. The speed and depth of these efforts will shape the capacity to successfully confront urban risk in the years to
come.

Palma Mora, M. (2005).
Alonso Santos, J. L. (1992).
213
Organización Internacional para las Migraciones (OIM) (2019).
214
CEPAL (2017).
215
Para ejemplos de avances en la protección de desplazados transfronterizos por desastres, véase Bastias, V. (2020).
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Mycoo, M. (2017), citado en Wilkinson, E. et al. (2020).
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Disaster risk
governance as
governance for
development98

4.
4.1. Understanding risk governance
Disaster risk is a social construction and the product of incomplete and unsustainable
development processes. The challenge for governance is to develop forms of
intervention that act directly on underlying causes and risk drivers and to approach
planning and public management with a prospective lens.

4.1.1. The gover nance of risk: an in
troduction
In broad terms, governance is understood as the capacity of any government to address a public problem through
continuous and stable management provided by different levels of government and relevant non-government stakeholders.
It is articulated through public policies, instruments and processes and characterized by high levels of interaction and
cooperation between public, private and civil society stakeholders in decision-making and implementation.250
250

Subirats, J. et al. (2008).
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All public policies seek to solve problems and are the political and administrative response to a real situation
judged to be socially and politically unacceptable. This response is usually initiated by mediators such as grassroots
organizations, the media or political parties and then discussed to arrive at a process of democratic decision-making. When
viewed through this lens, most public problems can be classified as social and political constructions. The occurrence of
a serious disaster is often the impetus for discussions and decisions about risk and disaster.
On many occasions, the approach to overall governance and to specific public policy problems has been limited
to evaluating institutional structures and their efficiency and performance. However, it is also necessary to examine
bureaucratic structures and processes from a broader perspective. The proficient management of public administration
and its resources is necessary but improving the intrinsic functioning of the public sector is not an end in itself; it is rather
a means to provide quality public services, and in the case of disaster risk, should focus on improving institutions and the
prevailing conditions around the solution or management of public problems posed by risk and disaster. This approach
allows for greater clarity when analysing the progress that has been made on risk governance, as well as the gaps and
challenges that remain.

4.1.2. Approaching risk as a public problem
The OEIWG defines disaster risk governance as the “system of institutions, mechanisms, policy and legal
frameworks and other provisions aimed at guiding, coordinating and monitoring disaster risk reduction and related policy
areas”.251 In the LAC region, public policies and action promoted under the guise of disaster risk management have for
the most part been a response to disaster or to an imminent state of disaster and have centred on improvements to
response preparedness, early warning and logistics. Furthermore, investments to correct existing risk (known as corrective
management) such as the relocation of populations, the stabilization of slopes and the installation of dikes to avoid or
reduce future disasters in hazard-prone areas where people live are often case-specific, not based on policy, and thus
partial and intermittent. When the problem is understood to be the disaster instead of the risk, the solutions (public
policies, instruments and institutional structures) focus on the disaster that has already occurred or is forecast to occur,
and do not focus on the existing conditions of risk that give rise to disasters or could lead to future risk.
Despite being considered a cross-cutting issue for development, disaster risk management has mainly been treated
as a sector whose function is to promote a series of actions that support other sectors. It has not been approached as an
essential or obligatory function in productive, service provision or other areas and moreover has not been allocated the
necessary budgetary resources. Disaster risk management many times remains an uncomfortable list of requirements
for planners and decision makers, and prospective (and to a lesser degree corrective) management of risk remains limited
and an ad hoc element rather than a necessary component of the DNA of development, its management and goals.252
Developing adequate disaster risk governance is essential not only to protect existing development but for the
development process to take place. It is also necessary to shield investments and achieve the overall objectives of
governance.253 Undoubtedly, a major challenge for disaster risk management in the future will be to fully integrate it into
the institutions that are critical to confronting and resolving underlying causal risk factors and risk drivers. Strengthening
territorial risk governance and territorial planning processes will be key to this process.

United Nations General Assembly (2016).
The DNA of development and management means that the integration of disaster risk management processes in sectors promoting development
is imperative and that there is a direct and clear obligation or intentionality towards the reduction or control of the underlying factors of risk. Disaster
risk management is not seen as the responsibility of one sector among many, but the responsibility of all of them. It consists of comprehensive
actions with appropriate budgetary resources attached for implementation and is referenced in planning instruments (plans, strategies, laws, etc.).
See Lavell, A. and A. Maskrey (2013).
253
Inter-American Development Bank (2015).
251
252
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4.2. Disaster risk governance and public
policies: a diagnostic of existing conditions
Disaster risk governance is not effective if sectoral and territorial
development agencies do not work closely together. It must be integrated
into the processes that guide, regulate and control development.

4.2.1. Introduction
Multiple indicators and indexes have attempted to measure the state of risk and disaster risk management in
the LAC region and worldwide. Some have focused on identifying and analysing the causes of risk, such as the 2011
DARA report on conditions that enable disaster risk management254 and the Prevalent Vulnerability (PVI)255 and Risk
Management (RMI)256 Indices developed by the IDB in 2006. The indicators created to measure implementation of the
HFA and the Sendai Framework also fall into this category.

The analysis presented in this chapter is based on the IDB Index of Governance and Public Policy in Disaster Risk
Management (iGOPP),257 which includes 26 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. It is a robust and comprehensive
source of information on the state of disaster risk governance in the region and allows for analysis of risk management at
the central, sectoral and territorial governance levels based on established criteria and levels of compliance with them.258,259
The iGOPP covers law, regulations, strategies and plans adopted before the HFA and the instruments developed to monitor
implementation of the HFA and the Sendai Framework.

DARA (2011). The original index included pilot estimates in six countries in Central America and the Dominican Republic. The index was later
applied in the GAR 2013 to a much larger number of countries. See UNISDR (2013) for more information.
255
The PVI measures the level of vulnerability in a given country. Indicators centre on exposure-prone areas, socioeconomic fragility and the lack
of social resilience.
256
The RMI is a set of indicators that measure the performance of risk management.
257
Inter-American Development Bank (2015a).
258
Characteristics identified as positive in the HFA and Sendai Framework are evaluated as positive by the iGOPP.
259
All references to compliance with indicators by country group can be found in Annex 2, which contains the list of countries that meet various
index criteria.
254
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Box 4.1.
The Index of Governance and Public Policy in Disaster Risk Management (iGOPP)
The IDB developed the iGOPP in 2012 to measure the quality of disaster risk governance. It is comprised of 245
indicators that reflect international standards for mainstreaming disaster risk management throughout policy,
institutions and budgeting. The iGOPP employs a range of zero to 100 per cent to rate the quality of governance and
has been used in all 26 borrowing member countries to define baselines and evaluate the impact of many public
policy reforms in the LAC region.
The index delineates six components for the effective implementation of disaster risk management: the General
Framework for Governance for DRM (GF), Risk Identification and Knowledge (RI), Risk Reduction (RR),250 Disaster
Preparedness (DP), Post-Disaster Recovery Planning (RC) and Financial Protection (FP).261 These components are
broken down further into five good practices for suitable disaster risk governance: central policy coordination and
articulation; definition of sectoral responsibilities; definition of territorial responsibilities; evidence of progress in
implementation; and monitoring, accountability and participation. The most recent application of the iGOPP in all
IDB borrowing member countries is listed below.

Country
Argentina
Barbados
Bahamas
Belize
Bolivia
Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Dominican Republic

Ecuador
El salvador
Guatemala

Last applied
2016
2018
2017
2016
2016
2016
2013
2013
2020
2013

2016
2016
2013

Country
Guyana
Haiti
Honduras
Jamaica
Mexico
Nicaragua
Panama
Peru
Paraguay
Suriname
Trinidad and Tobago
Urugay
Venezuela

Last applied
2016
2013
2014
2013
2013
2016
2013
2013
2016
2018

2018
2014
2015

Source: Inter-American Development Bank (2015a).

The iGOPP makes no distinction between existing (corrective) risk reduction and future (prospective) risk control and prevention. In addition, its
analysis is based on the causes of risk and not exclusively on the ad hoc mechanisms created to address it.
261
Annex 1 includes the questions referring to each of the components.
260
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The criteria included in the iGOPP to evaluate progress are:
How responsibilities for risk construction and reduction are clearly and explicitly defined in the rules,
regulations and ideology of a nation state as a whole versus being contained only in a specialized institution;
The degree to which institutional, sectoral and territorial capacities have been developed to identify and
manage risk associated with new development activities and processes in different territorial jurisdictions,
and the approach taken when faced with the manifestation of existing risk;
The incorporation of compensatory mechanisms and subsidies that directly address conditions of underlying
risk in highly vulnerable communities and groups; and
How national oversight systems include processes for analysing, monitoring, evaluating and activating
accountability mechanisms for disaster loss and damage and how they include prospective and corrective
management concerns.262

4.2.1. Joint responsibility versus centralized
and sectoral responsibility for disaster risk
management
Joint responsibility implies the obligation and commitment of various sectors of public management to the
joint construction of instruments for risk reduction and control. It requires understanding disaster risk as a development
problem and the product of the actions or omissions of multiple stakeholders and is a departure from the dominant
approach in which disaster risk management is the responsibility of a single centralized system or entity. To guarantee
joint responsibility and a decentralized approach, disaster risk management must form part of regulations directly
affecting underlying risk causes and drivers associated with issues such as climate change mitigation, integrated water
resource management, environment and land use management, social compensation policies and decentralization.
With the adoption of the HFA, many countries in the LAC region began reforming regulations that governed the
management of emergencies and disasters. This process, especially at the outset, was not conceptually oriented to
address risk as a public problem that could be reduced via a political or social process, and initial reforms were more the
result of political trauma associated with the impact of large disasters263 More recently, however, public policies have taken
a more comprehensive approach congruent with the HFA and the Sendai Framework that call for the avoidance of future
risk and the reduction of existing risk and its underlying causes and drivers. This has been a shift towards prevention and
mitigation versus managing a disaster once it has occurred.
Argentina,264 Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela have adopted new and more comprehensive
models of governance to approach risk management from the perspective of joint responsibility.265 This suggests there
has been progress in the adoption and reform of disaster risk management in the region, and that the process is creating
political and administrative space for more effective decision-making that doesn’t confine risk to a specialized institutional
structure but includes it in all public entities and territorial authorities. It is increasingly accepted that one of the main
ways to address risk is by incorporating mechanisms for reducing and circumventing it into national development policies,
strategies and plans. This is taking place in 16 countries included in the iGOPP analysis. A group of 15 countries have also
established a link between risk management and other sectoral and territorial policies that act directly on underlying risk
drivers and factors.
For more information on the concepts of prospective management and corrective management, see the Introduction of this report.
Prior to the HFA, a number of governments in countries that had experienced critical disaster impacts advanced legislative reforms and
proposed systemic structures to manage disaster risk. Among them were the Government of Colombia after the 1985 Nevada de Ruiz tragedy
and the Government of Nicaragua following Hurricane Mitch in 1998. In 2012, the Government of Colombia updated and reformed its disaster
risk management legislation.
264
For more details on the case of Argentina, see Renda, E., et al. (2020).
265
The first iGOPP indicator confirms the existence of regulations characterized by a comprehensive approach to risk 			
management at all levels of government. They were documented in 18 out of the 26 countries in the region included in the 		
analysis.
262
263

83

4.2.2. The
disaster
risk
governance
framework: the difference between a
comprehensive approach and disaster risk
management as its own sector
A major topic in discussions about governance is the extent to which public policies comprehensively address
disaster risk and its management (including prospective, corrective and reactive approaches). In many cases, even where
policies are in name comprehensive, they are not so in practice. The iGOPP analysis shows that the interpretation of a
comprehensive approach is largely heterogenous among countries (Figure 4.1). Unsurprisingly, response preparedness
and post-disaster recovery are the most common focus of policies, with 20 and 21 countries respectively reporting their
inclusion at the sectoral and state levels.

Figure 4.1.
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Source: Inter-American Development Bank (2015a).

With regards to post-disaster recovery, the governance-related metric defined by the iGOPP is the explicit
definition of state responsibility in the process. Here it is important to point out that the formalized role of government in
recovery was not clearly defined in pre-HFA governance models, and there was much improvisation and variance in the
way reconstruction was coordinated and implemented following major disasters, even in the same country (see Box 4.2
for information about models used in Colombia and Haiti).
In addition, key processes such as risk identification and risk reduction in public service sectors and in territories
have been promoted in up to half of the countries analysed in the iGOPP study. Financial protection, which refers to the
definition of fiscal state liability for disaster risk, had the lowest level of compliance and it was only possible to verify
its existence in nine countries.266 Comprehensive risk management that includes the explicit definition of institutional
responsibilities for all relevant aspects has not yet been fully incorporated into systems of governance.
266

The nine countries are Argentina, Bahamas, Barbados, Brazil, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Nicaragua and Venezuela.
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Box 4.2.
Ad hoc frameworks governing post-disaster reconstruction in Colombia and
Haiti
On January 25, 1999, two earthquakes measuring 6.2 and 5.8 on the Richter scale destroyed more than 100,000
buildings in 28 counties at the centre of Colombia’s coffee growing region. The earthquakes killed 1,185 people and
left more than 550,000 homeless in a 1,360 km2 mountainous region lying between the Pacific Ocean and Bogotá.
To address the impacts of the earthquake, the government redirected existing IDB loans to supply the Fund for
the Reconstruction and Social Development of the Coffee-Growing Region (or FOREC by its initials in Spanish).267
Colombian authorities then formulated a plan to mobilize non-governmental organizations and put them in charge
of relief and reconstruction, and selected 28 universities, cooperatives, civic groups and professional associations
to manage the 32 operational areas established for the reconstruction programme. These entities selected recovery
projects and families in need of new housing and established mechanisms to promote the participation of victims
in reconstruction and environmental safeguards. They called for bids from construction companies and awarded
contracts to carry out reconstruction. The role of government was limited to overall monitoring of the process and the
allocation of resources. In accordance with the goal of limiting bureaucratic interventions, the government officially
dissolved FOREC in July 2002 after declaring it had fulfilled its mission.
On 6 June 1994, an earthquake measuring 6.4 on the Richter scale struck the Department of Cauca and caused
an avalanche in Dublin on the upper Páez River. Forty-five thousand people in fifteen municipalities spread over
10,000 km2 were affected and about 1,100 people died. Soil instability in some areas led to the displacement of
1,600 indigenous and impoverished families who were relocated to temporary settlements. On 9 June, the President
of Colombia created the Corporation for the Reconstruction of the Páez River Basin and the Surrounding Areas
(known as Corporación NASA KIWE or CNK).268 The comprehensive recovery programme was implemented within
the cultures, customs and administrative structures of the indigenous communities living in the affected areas and
was successful in connecting indigenous, mestizo and black communities through community participation.
In Haiti, the Interim Haiti Reconstruction Commission (IHRC)269 established by presidential decree on 21 April 2010,
was the main coordinating body between the government and donors after an earthquake struck the country on
2010. It was modeled after the Rehabilitation and Reconstruction Agency for Aceh and Nias (BRR) in Indonesia. The
purpose of the IHRC was to help the government efficiently lead the reconstruction process and to assure donors
that the funds would be used effectively and transparently. It did not directly implement projects but coordinated
the effective planning and implementation of the country’s reconstruction. All projects executed by donors and
NGOs had to be submitted to the IHRC Administrative Council to determine viability, ensure alignment with national
development priorities and measure possible social and economic impacts on affected populations. The Commission
also worked closely with the Haitian government, its ministries and high-level officials to improve the sustainability
of projects once implemented. In November 2011, the 18-month term of the IHRC expired, at which point the Haitian
Development Authority was due to assume its functions.

Inter-American Development Bank (2003).
Corporación NASA KIWE (no date).
269
Trasberg, M. (2012).
267
268
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4.2.3. The governance of disaster risk in public
management
A national systems approach has often led to the establishment of a central agency that on paper coordinates
sectoral and territorial agencies, but operationally assumes a dominant position and is viewed as the lead agency
responsible for disaster risk management. This kind of institutional mechanism centralizes responsibilities and may
hinder or distract key development sectors from assuming disaster risk management as inherent to their work. The joint
responsibility approach discussed earlier in this chapter requires that each sector and the rules and norms that guide its
work explicitly state its direct responsibility for reducing and preventing risk in all activities. This is referred to as placing
risk and disaster risk management at the very foundation — or in the DNA — of sectoral management.
In cases where sectors have mandates to execute disaster risk management policies, the iGOPP has documented
very little correlation between these mandates risk and the allocation of resources to support their implementation (Figure
4.2). Mandates and budgetary resources are only present in the agriculture sector of 11 countries and in the tourism
sector of two others. In the health sector, where the responsibility for disaster risk management was articulated in 17
countries, in only three was there a verifiable allocation of resources. Less than half of countries included disaster risk
regulations in sectors overseeing water, sanitation and education, and very few countries had regulations in tourism,
telecommunications and energy. On the other hand, in the energy, environmental and transport sectors the number of
countries that have resource allocations greatly exceeds the number with explicit risk management responsibilities.

Figure 4.2.
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Box 4.3.
The intersectional territories approach to disaster risk management 270
The notion of intersectional territories arises from the application of the concept of intersectionality. Although this
concept has its roots in the field of gender studies, in disaster risk management it has served as an instrument
to understand how the interactions of different characteristics, attributes, states and situations operate in certain
socioterritorial contexts. It produces an analysis that is different from that which could be obtained from analysing
each of these features separately as well as that which could result from simply combining them. In the case of
disaster risk, it has been observed that when multiple discrimination exists at the individual level based on different
attributes, vulnerabilities not only add up, but interact with each other in different ways, resulting in a different
experience for people in their context.
The intersectional territories approach is operational at different territorial levels (and scalable), which requires the
definition of the functional territorial units under consideration (for example, the basic cadastral plot or unit linked
to a family or social nucleus, section, block, neighbourhood, city, area, country or region). Once defined, the criteria,
dimensions and subdivisions of intersection must be established, and for each, indicators must be selected and
values assigned (by range or attribute as appropriate). Processes such as weighting, prioritizing, graphing, analysing,
estimating and attributing any quantitative values to intersections are carried out collectively taking interdisciplinarity
into account. The inequality present in Latin America and the Caribbean is evident in the various indicators and data.
When examined as a whole, the interrelationships become clear and contribute to a better understanding of the riskdriving factors in the region. This is an essential step in defining appropriate forms of disaster risk management.
Many development and disaster risk management policies and strategies herald the pursuit of decentralization, a
strategy in which central governments play a subsidiary role. In local-level risk management, decentralization and
the capacity of local governments varies widely among countries, as does the availability of resources. Even where
development approaches focus on territorial autonomy, disaster risk is not regularly considered. This presents a
challenge to sustainability and continuity.

4.2.3.1. Rules and regulations without
operational tools and instruments for
implementation
Two of the characteristics of effective policy and governance271 are the existence of instruments that make
implementation viable and the processes that legitimize it. In this sense, the fulfilment of disaster risk management
goals articulated in public policy means that technical and budgetary resources that guarantee their implementation and
evaluation are indispensable. The analysis contained in the iGOPP demonstrates that the existence of these elements is
not the norm in the region; in fact, the explicit inclusion of technical and budgetary resources for the implementation of
risk management was found in just 18 of the 26 countries studied (Figure 4.2). Budgetary incentives are sometimes used
to guarantee the financing and fulfilment of certain policy objectives in different sectors, but only in Bolivia did budgetary
incentives promote investment in disaster risk management.
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The gap between the definition of responsibilities and the availability of concrete and indispensable instruments
for implementation is evident. This is especially true when risk management competes with other cross-cutting themes
for funds and investment. Of the 26 countries analysed in the study, only seven have funded ex ante investments in
climate change adaptation, and 11 have made ex ante investments in disaster risk management. Only five countries
funded disaster risk management as a development activity.272

4.2.4. Progress on accountability, participation
and citizen oversight
Two of the characteristics of effective policy and governance are the existence of instruments that make
implementation viable and the processes that legitimize it. In this sense, the fulfilment of disaster risk management
goals articulated in public policy means that technical and budgetary resources that guarantee their implementation and
evaluation are indispensable. The analysis contained in the iGOPP demonstrates that the existence of these elements is
not the norm in the region; in fact, the explicit inclusion of technical and budgetary resources for the implementation of
risk management was found in just 18 of the 26 countries studied (Figure 4.2). Budgetary incentives are sometimes used
to guarantee the financing and fulfilment of certain policy objectives in different sectors, but only in Bolivia did budgetary
incentives promote investment in disaster risk management.
The legislation of responsibilities and mandates and the crafting of strategies and indicators to support disaster
risk management is a major step towards more effective disaster risk governance. In general terms, the effect of nationallevel controls and entities that strengthen legal standing and establish accountability have generated positive results.
Likewise, instruments that ensure monitoring, control, evaluation, legality and transparency at the national level and in
systems intending to reduce and control disaster risk could also create conditions for ensuring compliance.
Disaster risk management policies can include mechanisms to encourage effective citizen participation based
on the rights to a healthy environment, health, life, non-discrimination and other factors whose absence contribute to
vulnerability and risk. In this sense, the demand for risk-free development enabled by the empowerment of citizens and
society in general could spur a reduction in the underlying causes of risk. The iGOPP shows that considerable progress
has been made in this area. Twenty out of 26 countries have conducted disaster risk management assessments with
the participation of multisectoral and local authorities.273 Much of this exercise was stimulated by the existence of the
HFA Monitor and was carried out through national processes in which civil society and other social groups had a voice
and the opportunity to influence outcomes through national dialogues and other means.274 Mechanisms that enable civil
society to participate in analysis, decision-making and implementation were identified in 18 countries. The execution
of these assessments, even if participatory by nature, does not guarantee that identified gaps lead to improvements to
existing instruments or standards with verifiable indicators to measure their effectiveness. However, for the purposes of
this analysis it is considered positive that a country has mandated social and citizen participation, especially given it is a
guiding principle of the Sendai Framework.275
Public sector auditing and offices of the comptroller have carried out risk management compliance assessments
in Colombia, Costa Rica and Mexico (in most countries, it is not yet considered a function of the control system), and
there is a significant imbalance between the allocation of responsibilities and the capabilities of the state to fulfil its own
mandates and functions.276 This situation is indicative of the urgent need to strengthen disaster risk governance in the
region in three areas: the control of risk-generating processes (especially root causes and drivers) with a rights-based
approach and the seeking of justice and accountability for actions or omissions related to risk construction; public sector
compliance with laws and regulations on risk management at all levels; and increased monitoring of forces that construct
risk such as corruption and discrimination.
Lacambra, S. and G. Suárez (2020).
Inter-American Development Bank (2015a).
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The names and shape of these processes vary by country. Multisectoral areas have also begun to be implemented at the subnational level. See
Lejtreger, R. (2020).
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UNISDR (2015a). Guiding principle 19(e) of the Sendai Framework states that “disaster risk reduction and management depends on coordination
mechanisms within and across sectors and with relevant stakeholders at all levels, and it requires the full engagement of all State institutions of
an executive and legislative nature at national and local levels and a clear articulation of responsibilities across public and private stakeholders,
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In the LAC region there are numerous examples of law, standards, risk management instruments and institutions that have had considerable
resources devoted to their development but have not been effective in practice nor resulted in concrete and consequential action. For examples of
this phenomena, see Durán Vargas, L.R. and C. Schmipp (2020); Romano, L. (2020a); Romano, L. (2020b); and Rodríguez,
M.A. (2020a).
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Box 4.4.
The role of control systems in risk management reform in Colombia, Costa Rica
and Peru
In response to the impact of the El Niño phenomenon of 2010—2011, the Office of the Comptroller General of
Colombia published a report in July 2012 on the state of natural resources and the environment that assessed the
performance of both national and territorial entities in disaster risk management between 2011 and 2012.
In Costa Rica, a Guideline of the Office of the Comptroller General concerning the development and application of
specific systems of Institutional Risk Assessment to address the continuity of public sector services and operations
became mandatory in 2015.
After the earthquake of August 2007, the Office of the Comptroller General of Peru established a directive in favour of
“the exercise of preventive control of the National Control System in response to a declaration of a state of emergency
due to disaster”. In response, the Fund for the Reconstruction of the South (or FORSUR by its initials in Spanish) and
other social programmes were launched to support the post-disaster recovery. From these oversight committees
came recommendations, one of which was addressed to the President of the Council of Ministers requesting that
the body “revise the regulations in the country’s [disaster risk management]”. This was a driving force for the 2011
SINAGERD Act, which updated the Peru’s national regulatory framework. In 2013, in response to alleged breaches of
the responsibilities defined in Disaster Risk Management Act of 2012, several departmental branches of the National
Control System issued the first ever “warning functions” to municipal governors and mayors.

4.3. Sustainable and secure development
governance: challenges to the regional agenda
Only democracy and human rights can secure a positive role, from citizen
mobilization towards risk reduction.277

4.3.1. Sustainable development: A strategy for
the future
The HFA and the Sendai Framework both emphasize that risk reduction and prevention must be integrated
into sustainable development planning. However, the concepts and governance arrangements for planning sustainable
development that incorporate prospective risk management goals and methods are not the same as those charged with
disaster response and preparedness. Given the dominance of the latter two goals and of the institutions charged with
their implementation, the possibility of reducing underlying causes and drivers of risk has been significantly diminished.
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Sustainable development requires a strategy for the future characterized by processes that consider territorial
attributes and act prospectively on the root causes and drivers of disaster risk. This strategy must include democratic
participation, an appropriate governance framework and a clear accountability scheme. The sustainability of development
depends on the prevention of processes that construct the risk of disaster and manage the underlying causes and drivers
that contribute to risk construction. It must be formulated and implemented through the broad cross-sectional organization
of social and political stakeholders and advocate for the inclusion of risk reduction responsibilities, objectives and
indicators in national development instruments.278, 279 Also of fundamental importance are: the establishment of a system
of public policies, instruments, resources, and evaluation and accountability mechanisms that include the principles of
a cross-sectional territories approach;280 the establishment of advocacy, control and accountability tools in public risk
management policies that enable risk management structures to influence root causes and risk drivers; the inclusion
of the human rights approach; advocacy for the improvement of legal instruments through ombudsmen, comptrollers
and courts concerned with the reform of public policies on disaster risk; and more clarity and emphasis on budgets that
include risk governance, transparency and accountability.

4.3.2. Territorial risk governance
The use of a territory and its resources can be based on different rationales that alternatively meet local, regional,
national and even international needs, but it is at the local level (including municipal, district and subregional levels) that
weak and poor governance is a driving force for consolidating existing and future disaster risk. Incorporating disaster
risk reduction and prevention into the DNA of sectors leading the development process is not merely an abstract idea to
be reflected in the plans and strategies of public management at the national, subnational and local level. All policies,
whether they are social, environmental, productive or pertain to infrastructure and services have a concrete expression in
a territory and affect the people who live there. The success of sustainable development processes depends on the effect
of policies on the territory and its people – and disaster risk and disasters are a clear outcome of failed development
processes, even when implemented with the intent to drive development.
Some examples of development that increases risk are the construction of roads and housing in flood-prone areas
and gas pipelines and other vital infrastructure on top of geological faults; the promotion of water-intensive productive
activities in water-stressed areas or in freshwater catchment areas that serve millions of people; and deforestation to
support intensive food or biofuel production. Moreover, many examples of omission exist, including the lack of compliance
of local governments with laws and regulations on risk, the granting or condoning of occupancy in unsafe areas, and a lack
of transparency in the approval of megaprojects or other works in which a thorough risk analysis is not done and minimum
security conditions are not met. Although many of these actions may be justified by their proponents as necessary for
development, economic growth or the provision of needed services and opportunities, in practice they construct risk
because they do not consider the traits, potential, attributes and resources of the territory in which those decisions and
actions will be implemented. The high cost of many of these decisions is only clear in the future once a disaster occurs.

These processes and actions are called for by the principles of joint responsibility and subsidiarity, as well as the precautionary principle.
The precautionary principle corresponds to the idea that it costs more to repair damage than to prevent it, and it urges positive action in cases
where there is scientific uncertainty as to the possible damage that could potentially occur to health or the environment. In this regard, it is an ex
ante measure for the prevention of harm to the environment or human health. See Centro de Información Jurídica en Línea (2020). The application
of the precautionary principle (in dubio pro natura, which translates to “when in doubt, in favor of nature” in English) involves several fundamental
elements: the existence of a risk threat (sic); that damages be serious and irreversible; scientific uncertainty as to the nature and severity of the
results of such a threat; an obligation for political decision makers; the commitment to give people’s health and the environment the “benefit of
doubt” when facing potential and uncertain but possible damages; the possibility of informed public participation in the determination of options
to be chosen; a broad formulation of possible alternatives; and the need for transparency in the use of scientific and technological information in
the analysis of available alternatives.
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Moving towards a system of governance that prevents and reduces disaster risk requires a territorial approach
in which sectoral decisions and efforts to promote development consider the resources, capacities and conditions of
the territory in which they are to be implemented. In the LAC region, territorial planning in disaster risk management
is uncommon. The regulation of territorial decentralization and governance provides for prospective and corrective
responsibilities for disaster risk at the municipal level in only ten of the 26 countries analysed in the iGOPP; at the
departmental and provincial levels it is defined in 15 countries.281 Policy advice on how risk prevention and reduction
strategies can be made more effective at the territorial level is nearly non-existent.

4.3.3. Strengthening disaster risk governance
In addition to the need to formulate prospective risk management strategies, governance structures should
evolve to be effective in increasingly complex risk conditions, including systemic and multi-hazard risk scenarios. Critical
to developing this capacity will be:
the adoption of a political and institutional framework based on joint responsibility and focused on the
solution to a problem rather than on the establishment of an organizational structure;
establishing sectoral regulatory reform in which risk management is anchored in sectoral DNA and
understood to be the intrinsic responsibility of each sector and its governing institutions, thus increasing
the resistance and resilience of infrastructure and ensuring the continuity of services;
the adoption of a political and institutional framework based on joint responsibility and focused on the
solution to a problem rather than on the establishment of an organizational structure;
establishing sectoral regulatory reform in which risk management is anchored in sectoral DNA and
understood to be the intrinsic responsibility of each sector and its governing institutions, thus increasing
the resistance and resilience of infrastructure and ensuring the continuity of services;
the existence of concrete instruments and processes to implement public policies on risk and monitor the
progress of disaster risk management goals;
the obligation to carry out vulnerability and risk analysis on scales that make evident intersectional gaps
related to gender, ethnicity, sexual diversity, age, ethnic and racial discrimination, and other forms of
exclusion that constitute complex and differentiated dimensions of vulnerability;
the definition of responsibilities for the adoption and implementation of financial risk management
strategies that ensure the availability of resources for prospective and corrective management,282 as well as
for response and reconstruction, including the promotion of public and private asset insurance;
the improvement of preparedness and response capacities at all levels, including in sectoral institutions,
public service providers, the private sector and local and regional authorities;
the definition of institutional and strategic frameworks for recovery that promote prospective risk control
and reducing existing risk; and
the integration and empowerment of high-level oversight agencies to monitor the reform of risk management
systems, and increased budget transparency and accountability.

Inter-American Development Bank (2015a).
It should be emphasized here that corrective disaster risk management and response and reconstruction are far more expensive economically,
socially and politically than prospective management.
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4.3.4. Improving the quality of risk governance:
critical aspects of a pending agenda
Disasters continue to receive public and political attention when they occur because of the intensity and visibility
of their impacts, and thus disaster and its management often become a public problem in which political actors make ad
hoc and temporary decisions to implement select medium- and long-term reforms. This is one example of how concepts,
methodologies, strategies, regulations and institutional frameworks for disaster risk reduction are mostly updated in the
context of discussions about disaster as opposed to about disaster risk. In the case of many reforms, the causes and
drivers of risk and the search for prospective and corrective solutions are basically set aside or ignored. Going forward, a
more impactful approach to achieving risk control and reduction in sustainable development should include at least two
methodologies that have the potential to improve the quality of risk governance: a systemic approach to risk and a rightsbased approach to development.
A systemic approach to risk considers its increasingly complex nature and processes of construction. It
acknowledges that distinct hazards can occur simultaneously and impact intricate and deeply interrelated social and
economic systems to produce sequenced, linked, concatenated and unpredictable results.283 A system of governance
capable of reducing or controlling underlying risk factors cannot simply consist of reforms to existing regulations to
make public policy more coherent. It must work from the assumption that risk is complex and endogenous to existing
development models and encourage the creation of risk-informed decision-making structures in which development
decisions are long-term, multi-disciplinary, socially comprehensive and territorial in nature. In addition, reform must go
beyond merely mentioning the need to include risk reduction in existing laws and regulations and seek to benefit all of
society instead of a few specific sectors. New forms of governance must also create spaces for broad participation,
negotiation and achievement of social consensus among different segments of the population. It must conceive of risk
as multidimensional, non-linear and non-static, and approach decisions and action with the knowledge that they can
have consequences on a given territory that are negative (when creating or increasing risk) or positive (when leading to
adaptation, resilience and security).
New and better models of governance require imagination, political commitment and the restoration of confidence
in leaders and institutions. The challenge for regional risk governance is in developing new ways to assess risk that capture
the complexity of its components and its systemic nature, while allowing for the convening of different stakeholders to
negotiate the very terms of governance itself. The inclusion of human rights principles formed the cornerstone of the 1997
United Nations reforms that were more fully articulated in the United Nations Common Understanding on a Human RightsBased Approach (HRBA) to Development Cooperation. 284 A human rights-based approach seeks to strengthen the ability to
respect, protect and guarantee human rights, and addresses the complexities of development from a holistic perspective
that includes the connections between people and systems of power and influence. A rights-based approach also aims
to create accountability for the fulfilment of rights rather than just meeting the needs of beneficiaries. This distinction is
important because unmet needs lead to dissatisfaction, while rights that are not respected result in violations for which it
is legally possible to claim compensation or redress. 285

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in many countries in the region is one example of this dynamic.
Prior to 1997, most United Nations development agencies employed a basic needs approach that identified beneficiary demands, supported
initiatives to improve service delivery and promoted compliance.
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Chapter 5.
Challenges
and progress
towards disaster
risk reduction: a
summary

5.
The RAR-LAC 2021 presents the results of thirty years of efforts to reduce disasters in the region. The analysis
contained in its pages — particularly when considered in combination with the lessons learned from the COVID-19
pandemic and the adverse economic panorama ahead — provides a unique opportunity to both rethink and implement
concrete disaster risk reduction and prevention strategies that better meet today’s challenges.286
There has been significant progress in understanding risk and how it materializes in disasters since the early
1990s. The direct link between risk construction processes and the factors driving them has been identified, and new
knowledge, concepts and approaches evolve daily. In addition, consensus has been achieved around the idea of risk as
a condition determined by the presence of natural, socionatural, technological, anthropogenic or biotic hazards and their
potential impact on communities and livelihoods that lack the material, economic and social conditions to absorb them
and rebuild.287 In the LAC region, the paradigm shift of moving from disaster preparedness and response as the dominant
concerns to understanding disaster risk and the complexities and opportunities for its reduction was quickly made. In less
than a few decades, the concepts of vulnerability, socionatural hazards, risk management and others were popularized
and incorporated into laws and planning instruments. However, concrete and efficacious action to support public policies
that aim to reduce and control risk has not evolved at the same speed. Emergency preparedness and response still
dominate the field, and little progress has been made in reversing underlying risk causes and drivers. Because of this, risk
continues to rapidly increase.
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The COVID-19 pandemic itself is further evidence that efforts to reduce risk and disasters have been insufficient to date.
United Nations General Assembly (2016).
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5.1. International agreements for disaster risk
reduction: achievements and challenges
Maintaining momentum and the commitment to meet the targets of the 2030 Agenda and the Sendai Framework
will be the main challenges of this decade, especially in light of the economic downturn and possible recession associated
with the COVID-19 pandemic in the region. Reducing the number of disasters and their impact on society — including the
number of casualties, people affected, economic losses, infrastructure damage and disruption to basic services — are
the central targets of the Sendai Framework and the goals that have motivated the adoption of successive international
agreements over the past 30 years.288
The growing number of countries supporting these agreements shows that their promotion has united a diverse
and growing global community of scholars and practitioners working towards the common objective of reducing the risk
and impact of disasters. Independent of their followers or detractors, the various agreements and declarations have raised
awareness and promoted action by different groups in society and government. The IDNDR, for example, had numerous
detractors in the LAC region because it approached disasters as a hazard-related problem and the result of extreme
natural phenomena (and not social and economic processes that determine the level of vulnerability of affected people).
This contradiction motivated experts and scholars to form networks and research groups that ultimately produced a vast
repository of knowledge about disasters, its causes and theoretical approaches to interpret them based in the social
sciences that still serve as the foundation for the most salient ideas on disaster risk management today.289 Various
constructive critiques of the content of the HFA and the Sendai Framework have further pushed knowledge forward and
fostered debate.290
The relevance of disaster risk reduction is evident in the growing number of countries that have adopted the
United Nations agreements that support it: 155 countries endorsed the Yokohama Strategy, 168 signed the HFA and
187 countries joined the Sendai Framework.291 The widespread relevance of efforts to reduce risk is also seen in the
increasingly diverse profile of participants from different professions and sectors that participate in thematic meetings,
international conferences and at national, regional and international platforms on risk reduction.292
The HFA and the Sendai Framework are the most comprehensive versions of these international accords in that they
go well beyond disaster preparation and response to encourage community, civil society, private sector and government
interest in risk reduction and prevention and provide guidance on how to limit risk construction. The accords also include
targets, detailed indicators and monitoring mechanisms to measure progress on implementation.293 Despite these merits,
international agreements continue to face major challenges. Among them are overcoming the difficulty of translating
risk awareness and its causes into public policies supported by practical measures and action; the lack of continuity
and progress in public policies due to changes in administration; institutional and financial weaknesses in countries; the
difference in timing between the dynamics of governments and the international agreements; 294 and the prevalence of
structural problems such as non-compliance with laws and regulations, corruption and a lack of transparency.295

See Chapter 1.
See the Introduction of this report.
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See Kelman, I. (2020) for a special issue of the International Journal of Disaster Risk Science devoted to reflections and critiques of efforts to
reduce disaster risk during the duration of the HFA and the Sendai Framework.
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It should be noted that agreements on disaster risk reduction and management are not legally binding (like those on climate change, for
example).
292
UNISDR (2015).
293
See Chapter 2.
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5.2. Improving information to better understand
risk and the impact of disasters
There has been progress in the availability of information about risk and
disaster, but it is still insufficient. Higher-quality data and more of it is
required to gain a better understanding of the trends in risk construction
and the impact of disasters.
Further work and investment are needed to improve the quality and availability of information to a varying degree
in all countries of the region. It is necessary to complement existing methodologies with new initiatives that allow for
the quantification of losses, increase the accessibility of information to non-specialized audiences, and support the
standardization of methodologies that record data about human and economic losses. Considerable differences still
exist in the figures generated by different sources and databases and reducing these discrepancies to the extent possible
is vital to better capture the real impact of disasters.

Box 5.1.
Discrepancies in information conceal the real impact of disasters
Despite progress in recording and systematizing data on disasters and their impacts in Latin America and the
Caribbean, significant differences remain among sources of information (Figure 5.1). An important part of the
problem arises when trying to accurately assess the impact of major disasters that have caused a significant loss
of life and destruction of material property. In the case of Hurricane Mitch – one of the most significant disasters to
ever occur in Central America — Munich RE NatCatSERVICE and ECLAC reported a similar number of casualties, but
EM-DAT reported more than twice as many. Similar differences exist in the data collected about the 2001 earthquake
in El Salvador.
The landslides in Venezuela in 1999 and the 2010 earthquake in Haiti deserve special mention in this regard. In the
first case, some 30,000 deaths were originally reported, but a subsequent forensic investigation revealed that the
number of people killed was no more than 700.296 In its initial damage assessment, ECLAC was careful not to report a
fixed number, but did mention within a few months of the landslides that the death toll hovered between 246 and 338.
Another source, the Single Social Fund, placed the number of casualties at 3,170.297 Differences also exist among
the estimates of lives lost due to the earthquake in Haiti. In this case, EM-DAT, DesInventar and ECLAC released
similar figures (around 220,000 casualties), whereas Munich Re NatCatSERVICE reported 159,000 deaths. On the
first anniversary of the earthquake, former Prime Minister Jean-Max Bellerive declared that the number of people
killed had exceeded 300,000.298
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Figura 28.

Diferencias en las cifras de daños reportadas según fuente de información.
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munichre.com/en/solutions/for-industry-clients/natcatservice.html); CEPAL (1999); CEPAL (2000); CEPAL (2011); CEPAL (2014).

Economic costs are even more complex to calculate and there are huge differences among sources. For example,
the economic losses reported by Munich RE NatCatSERVICE from Hurricane Sandy are around $18 billion more than
what EM-DAT reported. The discrepancies are even greater in aggregate form: in 1999, Munich RE NatCatSERVICE
reported $1,906 billion in global disaster-related damages, while EM-DAT and DesInventar Sendai placed the figure at
just over $20 billion.
An increase in the number of sources that systematically collect information about disasters and the associated
damages and losses would be considered an important step forward. However, improving the quality of information
and the development of methodologies to estimate losses with greater certainty remain great challenges. The FAO
has endeavoured to develop a methodology for the systematic assessment of damage and loss in the agricultural
sector.299 Initiatives of this kind should be supported and promoted in other sectors to broaden the information
available to perform an adequate assessment of the risk and impact of disasters.

Over the last decades, significant efforts have been made to construct information platforms that capture data
about risk and the impact of disasters to advance understanding of risk and the levels of human and capital exposure.
Parametric modelling of natural hazards with various periods of return and maximum expected losses has been
widespread, and database coverage was updated with the DesInventar platform (now known as DesInventar Sendai) to
include analysis of the manifestations of extensive as well as intensive risk. The wealth of information contained in these
platforms supported the writing of the GAR from 2009 to 2015,300 and much of its combined value was reflected in the
2017 edition of the GAR.

FAO (2020).
The number of countries and regions included in the DesInventar database has increased considerably over time, and this change was reflected
in the various editions of the GAR, which analysed 13 countries in 2009 and 82 countries (and three domestic states) in 2015.
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The sources of information on disaster and the methodologies used to capture and generate more data are
advancing daily, with information on hazards being the most readily available. Vulnerability and risk are not nearly as
well documented, nor is the real impact disasters have on the societies and economies of affected countries in terms
of employment, income, poverty, inequality, loss of development opportunities and the diversion of budgetary resources
in the medium and long term. The inclusion of these elements will enable a more accurate, dynamic and structural
assessment of risk and the effects of disaster as opposed to a static vision of gross losses.301 Calls for change have been
constant in international agreements and while there is a need to continue to advocate for better data sources, they must
be accompanied by resources for implementation. Although new sources and methodologies are likely to provide a better
understanding of risk and its effects in the future, existing platforms must be updated and improved.

5.3. Transforming information into knowledge
in increasingly complex risk contexts
The widespread and prolonged effects of COVID-19, especially when combined with the impact of other hazards,
have the potential to seriously affect the functioning and efficacy of vital infrastructure and livelihood support systems
in many countries. It is expected that the region will continue to be affected by external and internal shocks that will
manifest in rising unemployment, poverty and inequality well into the post-pandemic period. Poverty and inequality are
among the major underlying risk factors and drivers of vulnerability in the region.
In today’s world, the environment, health, food, energy, information, financial systems, networks of communication
and supply chains are progressively more interconnected and vulnerable. Similarly, increasingly complex combinations of
hazard, exposure and vulnerability are configuring the systemic risk scenarios the region now faces. Being aware of and
understanding the risks that proceed and materialize in disaster is critical to designing policies, strategies and actions
both before and during a crisis. Successful disaster and crisis risk management depends on having science-backed
information about underlying factors, risk drivers and their behaviour and the ways in which disasters are expressed
and realized. COVID-19 reaffirms and reveals the urgent need for new conceptual and analytical approaches to improve
the understanding and management of risk dynamics, the complex and interconnected risk factors involved, and their
cascading consequences. Therefore, it is imperative that the options for transforming and expanding current raw data
and information on risk into understanding and knowledge be strengthened and improved. It is not only urgent to assess
existing needs in countries coping with contingencies, but to strengthen the integration of information and knowledge
generated through scientific and technological developments into policy and decision-making processes.

Box 5.2.
Puerto Rico: mapping critical infrastructure systems to support resilience and
recovery.302
Hurricane Maria caused catastrophic damage throughout Puerto Rico on 20 September 2017. The failure of
infrastructure in all critical sectors affected all communities and the economic functioning of the island. In a matter
of hours, 100 per cent of the population, economy, infrastructure, social services network, health system and the
government were directly or indirectly affected by the storm. In October 2017, with the support of the United States
Department of Homeland Security Infrastructure Security Division and the Federal Emergency Management Agency,
a methodology for analysing the interdependence of critical infrastructure was put in place to improve regional
resilience and support the government’s long-term recovery planning effort.
The aspects indicated are components of a systemic risk analysis, which considers the indirect ripple effects of immediate and direct asset
losses. The Global Risk Analysis Framework (GRAF) being developed by the United Nations and other relevant stakeholders is an example of the
drive to improve information and data related to risk and to accommodate the more complex understanding of risk that it reveals.
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The objective was to conduct an infrastructure interdependence analysis which would reveal the orientation,
prioritization and management of investments in infrastructure recovery. The study focused on the potential effects
of a series of activities to recover vital infrastructure assets that had been interrupted such as electricity, fuel, water,
sewage, communications, information technology and transport. Field data collection which took place over five
months identified the characteristics and performance of institutions as well as critical infrastructure assets. The
study also assessed and mapped dependencies and interdependencies among critical infrastructure systems that
supported communities.
The Puerto Rico Infrastructure Interdependency Assessment toolkit developed by the Argonne National Laboratory
was used to construct a systems analysis to support local and national governments in designing and prioritizing
infrastructure recovery. This process revealed how it is pragmatically possible to broaden the understanding of
the linkages in the operation of critical infrastructure systems in order to anticipate potential disruptions, manage
impacts and develop adaptation measures for future events.
The Sendai Framework emphasizes that understanding disaster risk is a prerequisite for its proper management
and reduction. In this respect, while investment in science and technology in the region is particularly low and generally not
geared towards disaster risk reduction,303 the scientific community has produced significant advances in research-based
risk knowledge. At this point, strengthening scientific cooperation is key to improving the capacity for informed decisionmaking on disaster risk reduction, especially with regards to data-related challenges and the interaction between science
and policy. There are major challenges in the region in building and systematizing information on damage and loss. The
challenge with regards to reducing and controlling underlying risk factors lies in using basic risk information and data in
order to advance the understanding of risk with the perspective of social actors that participate in its construction and
those that suffer its consequences. The information can then be used to inform socially relevant and informed decisionmaking processes.
Future action taken within the frame of systemic risk must close the gap between theory and practice by aiming
directly at the root causes and drivers of a problem, and by recognizing and integrating the wide diversity of spaces,
territories, processes, dimensions and actors that make up the complex mosaic of risk construction in the region.
Systemic risk and its reduction require more than ever the realization that risk is endogenous to the system that suffers
its consequences; it is not just the direct result of different exogenous hazard contexts.

5.4. Overcoming the gap between theory and
practice
Although the new knowledge and understanding of risk and disaster generated between 1980 and 2000 was
quickly absorbed by the academic community and formed the basis of contextualization and prioritization in the twentyfirst century in international agreements on risk reduction, practice has not progressed at the same pace nor in the right
direction. While empirical evidence increasingly shows that the level and type of incidence of risk and disasters are
the product of many pervasive social, economic and political factors304 and that a transformation of these factors is
critical to risk reduction and control, the response to this knowledge does not reflect the priorities of the new disaster risk
management paradigm nor the significance of the knowledge upon which it is based. Hence the conceptual, theoretical
and practical advances in risk reduction and control have not translated into significant risk reduction and prevention, and
preparedness, response, improved reconstruction and post-disaster recovery still dominate the field in policy, financial
and practical terms. Even when new challenges and drivers such as climate change or the mass movement of people are
considered, the answer remains focused on future disasters and the need to prepare for and strengthen the response to
them.
UNDRR (2020a).
These factors include human society’s predatory relationship with the environment, inadequate territorial management, social inequality and
government inefficiency.
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It is worth noting here that advances in concepts and knowledge related to disaster preparedness and response
have also not uniformly resulted in substantial improvements in outcomes. Many systems and institutions continue
to face difficulties in efficiently responding to disaster-affected populations for a variety of reasons including the lack
of available human and economic resources, failure of institutions to adequately coordinate, and continual changes in
mandate without the allocation of resources to carry them out. How to move from theory to practice constitutes one of
the most important challenges in disaster risk reduction at the present time.

5.5. Addressing underlying risk factors and
drivers of risk through improved funding
Over 53 per cent of global economic losses stemming from climatic events over the last 20 years were sustained
in Latin America and the Caribbean. Financing that aims to achieve greater resilience is an essential component of
implementing disaster risk reduction and was identified as one of the four priorities of the Sendai Framework.305 The
agreement goes further to say that funding should serve three key objectives: preventing new risk, reducing existing
risk and increasing resilience to risk that cannot or has not been eliminated. The achievement of these goals will require
methods, instruments and funding that are risk-informed and can prevent and reduce socionatural hazard creation and the
exposure and vulnerability of individuals and property. In the LAC region, where economic loss seriously affects sustainable
development, it is even more necessary that all investments in the economic, social and environmental sectors prioritize
the prevention and reduction of exposure and vulnerability and do not construct nor exacerbate existing risk.
At the national level, the Sendai Framework recommends the development of funding incentives, the evaluation
of financial capacities to address risk reduction needs and the integration of disaster risk reduction into all financial
instruments. It also calls for financial resources to be allocated at all levels of government to develop plans for implementing
strategies, policies, laws and regulations in all relevant sectors, and to promote public and private financing mechanisms
to reduce the financial impact of disasters. The agreement also suggests strengthening public and private investments to
be more resilient to disasters.
There is an urgent need to encourage governmental decisions to finance disaster risk reduction and prevention.
One way to do this is to promote partnerships between the public and private sectors that can jointly finance the
achievement of such a goal. Such collaboration could strengthen and develop tools and methodologies for disaster risk
assessment and their inclusion in the economic and financial sectors; establish policy frameworks and regulations on
financing disaster risk reduction; and support public and private sector investment and business models informed by
disaster risk.
Given the economic impact of disasters in the LAC region, integrating disaster risk into public and private
investment could serve as a major catalyst for risk reduction and prevention, especially considering the magnitude and
role of investment in critical service provision and the supporting infrastructure in many countries. It can therefore be a
strategic starting point for addressing risk. The additional benefits of these efforts could include more resilient economic
and social development (for example, fewer schools and roads would become damaged by floods and earthquakes).
Additional dividends of private investment and more effective public spending are likely to be less disruption in the labour
market and income generation in key sectors including tourism and urban real estate. While some countries have already
integrated disaster risk into their evaluation of public investments, even greater benefits could accrue if it is included at
an earlier stage (for example in sectorial planning, territorial development, land use and private sector investment plans).
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Box 5.3.
Private sector contributions to post-disaster recovery and building resilience306
The Private Sector Alliance for Disaster Resilient Societies (ARISE) was founded in 2015 to support the private sector
in becoming a key partner in reducing disaster risk. It has grown to over 350 members at the global level, and
regionally has established 20 national and 2 subregional networks (in Central America and the Caribbean) aiming to
effect change in how the private sector invests in a risk-informed and sustainable future. Collectively, these networks
represent thousands of companies across all sectors; provide space for capacity-building and the dissemination of
tools and good practices; and facilitate dialogue both within the business sector and between the public and private
spheres. Through this initiative the private sector has played a crucial role in post-disaster recovery and increased
resilience to disasters in the region. In Mexico, for example, 150 companies and other organizations formed a
disaster support network that provided housing to affected communities in Oaxaca (806 units); Port-au-Prince, Haiti
(156 units); and Managua, Nicaragua (144 units). In Colombia, through ARISE and as a result of an ongoing dialogue
with the public sector the National Association of Entrepreneurs of Colombia and the Colombian Safety Council
participated in drafting the 2157 Act of 2017, which established guidelines for the disaster risk management plans
od private sector companies. In the Caribbean region, the Caribbean Chamber of Commerce Network (CARICHAM)
has brought together more than 90 businesses and integrated disaster risk reduction as one of the four main pillars
of its work. During the COVID-19 pandemic, it also played a central role in accelerating the distribution of medical,
diagnostic and therapeutic supplies and in the development of vaccines and their distribution.

5.6. Containing risk drivers and new dynamics
in risk construction
Risk drivers must be the focus of any effort to reduce disaster risk. If the root causes are not tackled directly,
risk and human and economic losses arising from disasters will continue to increase. To this end, the development of
strategies and methodologies to identify the factors that contribute to the construction of risk must be encouraged. An
appropriate strategy identifies the driving forces of existing risk and the dynamics generating the conditions for future
disasters. Compliance with Target E of the Sendai Framework — increasing the number of national and local strategies
for disaster risk reduction — will be a critical tool in corrective and prospective risk reduction.307 By the end of 2020, only
about one half of countries had a national strategy for disaster risk reduction in place. It will be necessary to review how
the lessons learned from the pandemic are reflected in these national and local strategies where they exist. One focus of
such an assessment should determine the extent to which hazards of biotic origin are included and whether this trend has
become more widespread.
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For more information on private sector contributions to post-disaster care and recovery, see Mayan, B. (2020) and Nurse, K., et al. (2020).
UNISDR (2015a). Also see Chapters 1 and 2 of this report.
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Figura 29.

Progress towards Sendai Framework Target E.
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Urban risk and urban risk drivers are of the greatest concern today given the rate and patterns of urban growth and
the increasing concentration of people and economic activity in countries with lower urbanization rates. The predicted
impacts of climate change are already visible, as are the problems arising from poor and inadequately planned urban
growth and the mass movement of people. The linkages among poverty, exclusion and the construction of risk are critical
in urban settings.308 In 2014, two out of every ten urban dwellers in Latin America lived in informal settlements, and in
Caribbean countries the rate was twice as high. Informal urbanization levels in the region average 65 per cent, and in some
countries exceed 80 per cent. Urban governance that endeavours to contain the proliferation of informal settlements and
to establish minimum agreements between the public and private sectors regarding the land market would enable local
governments to recover their planning capacity and meet the needs of social and economic sectors.

5.6. Transforming governance for risk
management: A major challenge for this decade
Because risk is a problem of public interest, it requires solutions that have been arrived at through social and
political negotiation, which in turn implies solutions and public policies that are socially sanctioned and focused on the root
causes of risk. The challenge of governance is therefore to develop forms of management that directly influence underlying
factors and drivers of risk through prospective, corrective and compensatory planning and public management.309
So far, the governance of risk reduction has been predominantly focused on creating and strengthening institutional,
legal and regulatory frameworks. During the last two decades, there has been sustained progress in the construction of
public policy for disasters that has sometimes been accompanied by reforms aiming to make it more comprehensive
and inclusive of political and administrative spaces that support more effective decision-making.310 However, two major
obstacles to this process are the pace of reform and that efforts have focused on reactive and compensatory management
which occurs in anticipation of a future disaster or after a disaster has occurred (instead of prospective management
such as risk control and reduction). Few countries have articulated multisectoral measures and regulations that act on
risk drivers such as water resource and land use management and climate change adaptation and mitigation. The need to
advance national and sectoral policies that are downscaled to address local and subregional concerns through budgetary
mechanisms and intersectoral coordination remains one of the major challenges in disaster risk governance.
See Chapter 3.
See Lejtreger, R. (2020) and Chapter 4 of this report.
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Another gap that exists in virtually every country of the region is the lack of accountability and participation. In
Latin America and Caribbean, civil society actors such as non-governmental organizations, social networks, professional
associations and academics have been fundamental to generating knowledge, guiding practice and promoting risk
management. It is a large community that has made countless contributions over the past three decades. Empowering
them to have a more influential role must be one of the pillars of the transformation of risk governance in the coming
years.311
A new paradigm for risk reduction will require increasingly advanced forms of governance in which the difference
between disaster management and disaster risk management is clearly established. Given the high levels of risk in the
region and the imminent occurrence of new disasters, it is vital to continue strengthening institutions to expand their
response capacity and establish efficient networks for coordinating emergency aid and management among government
institutions (and among governments when a disaster occurs in several countries). Risk management strategies, for their
part, must clearly identify the appropriate stakeholders with whom to work, which will not necessarily be the same in all
countries or when undertaking prospective, corrective or compensatory management. The art of strategy is identifying
how and by what means a proposed objective may be achieved given existing resources, capacities and conditions. The
promotion of a global understanding of risk and new tools for its assessment will be vital to facilitating a more successful
transition to advanced forms of disaster risk reduction and prevention.

Box 5.4.
Measures and legislative frameworks to manage disaster risk within an expanded
governance framework 312
In 2015, the Government of Argentina set the goal of creating a new regulatory framework inspired by the HFA and
the Sendai Framework that would represent a paradigm shift from its federal emergency system (SIFEM, in Spanish)
that had focused primarily on disaster response. A wider understanding of disaster risk started with a consultation
process that included all political parties represented in parliament, which achieved a basic consensus around
the nature and complexity of risks and the need to broaden the system to facilitate more comprehensive disaster
risk management. These efforts culminated in the 27,287 Act that established the National System for Disaster
Risk Reduction and Civil Protection (SINAGIR by its initials in Spanish). Its multi-sector approach consisted of two
advisory councils made up of representatives from civil society, government, and professionals from the science and
technology and private sectors. These councils served in an advisory role to all levels of government.
In addition to strengthening institutions, SINAGIR implemented policies through the Disaster Risk Reduction Plan
(PNRRD by its initials in Spanish) and authored technical reports on prospective scenarios that allowed for the
anticipation and prevention of disasters, response and recovery protocols, resilient city programmes and training
programs for civil protection employees and the community.
The law and its respective by-laws promoted a new culture of prevention through the development of mitigation
and awareness strategies that included gender mainstreaming and policies that prioritized the most vulnerable,
particularly children, senior citizens, people with disabilities and indigenous communities. This mechanism, with
broad participation and interaction with councils from various sectors, including health, science, and technology,
enabled coordinated action to be taken at the start of the national response to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Lejtreger, R. (2020) and Chapter 5 of this report.
Contribution of the Global Risk Management Team of the Latin American Institute for Peace and Citizenship – (ILAPyC, in Spanish). Drafted by
Emilio Renda, B.A. Marcelo Rozas Garay, B.A. Patricia Pérez, B.A. and Irene Romero, B. A.
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5.7. Governance under conditions of increased
complexity and uncertainty
Reducing disaster risk is a complex process that extends beyond short-term action. It involves radically changing
paradigms, breaking with the status quo and viewing development in human rather than economic terms. To reach
the Sendai Framework targets of reducing the number of deaths and people affected by disasters and diminishing the
associated economic losses, it is necessary that the international community have a better understanding of risk, take
bolder action to reduce it and move towards empowering all of society — especially vulnerable groups — to exercise their
right to live in a healthy and safe environment.
These are uncertain times marked by doubt about how and when the health and economic crises unleashed by
the COVID-19 pandemic will end and what their long-term effects will be. More than a year and a half has passed since
the pandemic began, but illness and death are on the rise again in many countries following the relaxation of confinement
measures and mask mandates and much of the world is experiencing new outbreaks and new variants that are threatening
recovery. That said, the economic effects of COVID-19 have been evident since the first few weeks of the lockdown in the
form of rampant unemployment, the bankruptcy of small business and the serious impacts sustained in the formal and
informal sectors. The long-term effects and future forecast are unfavourable, and in Latin America and the Caribbean the
next ten years are already being called the new lost decade of economic growth.313 Poverty and inequality could reach
levels not seen in the last 50 years, seriously compromising the SDGs and the goals of other international accords that
form part of the 2030 Agenda, including the Sendai Framework.
This complex reality forces us to rethink the way we see the world and how we work to bring about change. After
the initial shock of the pandemic, it is now time to turn to the big questions about what led the world to a disaster of
this magnitude. An analysis of its effects is important, but even more pressing is discerning the causes of the greatest
disaster of the modern era. The main point of this analysis is not to arrive at a method for bringing about a rapid return to
pre-pandemic conditions, but to both question and avoid a return to the state of “normalcy” that led to the disaster in the
first place. Unless prospective and systemic measures are taken to reduce existing conditions of risk, another disaster of
similar magnitude will be unavoidable in the future.
The scale of the COVID-19 pandemic should not divert attention from other disasters that have continued to occur
alongside of it. Earthquakes, hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, floods and many other hazards have continued to materialize
and affect vulnerable populations, producing large and small-scale disasters in which the loss of human life and economic
impacts have continued to accumulate. Hurricanes Eta and Iota at the end of 2020 provide an example of how different
hazards and disasters can manifest simultaneously. The effects of climate change also continue, and poor populations
continue to flee their places of origin due to poverty, violence and the loss of livelihoods.
Reducing disaster risk is a complex process, and even more so when financing, opportunities and incentives
are reduced due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The challenge now extends from reforming governance and more
effectively managing complex risk to the need for a new paradigm that includes evaluating development and progress in
human rather than economic terms. These Herculean tasks must be accomplished in a world laden with uncertainty. If the
international community stays on its current path, the expiration of the Sendai Framework will mark a lost decade for risk
reduction as well, and the achievement of a safer world will remain a distant dream.
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Epilogue. Disaster risk management in times
of COVID-19: a vision for the future
Towards the middle of the 8th century,314 a plague was unleashed on the peoples of the
East and the West; cruelly flagellating nations, causing the death of most generations of the
century, devastating and vanishing the most splendid results of civilization. Such a disaster
coincided with the senectitude of the empires, which were already close to the end of their
existence; it destroyed their forces, exhausted their vigor, weakened their power, to such an
extent that they were threatened by imminent and total ruin.
The culture of the world and its progress came to a halt, facing the imminence of destruction
with men decimated; the cities were deserted, the buildings became dust, the roads were
erased, the monuments collapsed, while the houses and the villages were left without
inhabitants; nations and tribes lost their strength, generating a remarkable change in the
aspect of human society.
It seems as if the voice of nature had given the world the order to be cast down and
humiliated, hastening the world to obey: “God is the heir of the Earth and of what it contains”.
It should be said that when the world experiences such devastation, it will change its nature,
go through a new creation and organize itself again to continue in its evolution.
Ibn Jaldún,
writing in Tunisia in 1392 about the Black Death of 1348 315
All disasters, from the smallest materialization of extensive risk to global disasters, are socially constructed. This
Epilogue presents a reflection on the social construction of risk and its management in Latin America and the Caribbean
six years after the adoption of the Sendai Framework and amid the particular circumstances associated with the COVID-19
pandemic. It complements and confirms many of the findings of the RAR-LAC 2021 with a critical and forward-looking
interpretation of the challenges and opportunities facing disaster risk management in the region.

1. Why is the COVID-19 disaster so important?
The COVID-19 pandemic, both in terms of its impact and its causality, inevitably permeates any reflection on
disaster risk management and governance in the region. If disaster is defined as a severe disruption in the routine
functioning of a society due to the impact of an adverse physical, biotic or anthropogenic event, then the pandemic should
be considered a disaster. 316 Given the magnitude of its social and economic impact, the term catastrophe is probably even
more appropriate.

The eighth century in the Hijri calendar corresponds to the fourteenth century in the Gregorian calendar.
Ibn Jaldún (1977).
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As of August 2021, the COVID-19 disaster was associated with more than 2 million deaths in the Americas and
more than 4.5 million globally, 317 although these figures almost certainly underestimate the pandemic’s real magnitude.
The death toll makes it the largest disaster that has affected the American continent since the Flu Pandemic of 1918—
1920, and as such it is anything but an incidental event. While Latin America and the Caribbean is home to only 10 per cent
of the global population, the region has suffered over 25 per cent of COVID-19-related deaths.
The COVID-19 disaster has manifested extensively as successive expansionary waves affecting to a greater or
lesser degree all the territories of the region. At the same time, in major urban areas such as Guayaquil and Manaus the
pandemic has manifested intensively, affecting most of the population and severely stressing public health systems. As
such, the COVID-19 pandemic can be viewed both as an ongoing regional and transnational disaster and as multiple local
and national disasters that are manifesting at different scales in space and time.
Public policies adopted to curb the transmission of the virus and to protect public health services have had
severe impacts on national and regional economies. Evidence of the long-term consequences is still emerging, but it is
likely that the impact on production, employment, poverty, education and health will lead to significant reversals in the
region’s development indicators, including the SDGs. Even countries with relatively low rates of morbidity and mortality
such as some Caribbean SIDS have experienced extreme and negative economic impacts. The closure of borders and the
moratorium on air traffic has asphyxiated the economies of countries that depend on international tourism.
The COVID-19 pandemic has to be central to any analysis of disaster risk management given that the Sendai
Framework itself 318 adopted an expanded scope that includes not only classic geological, hydrological and meteorological
hazards but also environmental, technological, biotic and anthropogenic ones. The COVID-19 disaster is associated with a
biotic hazard (the SARS-CoV-2 virus) and as such is clearly within the scope of the Sendai Framework. The mortality and
morbidity that has accumulated as a consequence of the pandemic to date already imply that Global Targets A and B of
the Sendai Framework are now unlikely to be achieved.
The most important reason why the COVID-19 disaster must be at the centre of any reflection on disaster risk
management in the region is the possibility, hinted at by Ibn Jaldún, that “when the world experiences such devastation, it
will change its nature [and] go through a new creation and organize itself again to continue in its evolution”.319 Disasters
not only reveal the social construction of risk, but highlight the need for a change in how risk is managed and governed.
In this case, the COVID-19 disaster has revealed with brutal clarity not only how drivers such as inequality, exclusion
and informal employment configure and generate risk, but also that the way disaster risk management is framed and
organized in the region does not “prevent new disaster risk”, as called for in the Sendai Framework.320
In Latin America and the Caribbean, disasters can be powerful agents of change, revealing the consequences of
past developmental failures and the magnitude of future risks. The existential importance of disasters may be their ability
to enable societies to learn from the past in a way that changes future trajectories. Disasters highlight why and how the
predominant development paradigm needs to be transformed, including through fundamental changes in ethics, morality,
equity, efficiency, participation and accountability. From that perspective, the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic could
potentially become a truly transformative force.
Disaster risk management and governance in the region is now at a point of inflection in which a qualitative
transformation is both needed and possible. The pandemic is forcing many of the region’s countries to look in the mirror
and to analyse old problems from new perspectives. At this exceptional time in history, it is no longer sufficient to examine
the effectiveness and efficiency of disaster risk management from a limited instrumental, technical and administrative
perspective. A broader and deeper reflection is called for to imagine new ways of dealing with risk and its social
construction.
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2. The social construction of risk
2.1. The unfolding of risk in the COVID-19
disaster
Each risk scenario has a specific footprint that corresponds to a unique configuration and concatenation of the
risk factors involved in its construction. For example, the lack of access to and the poor quality of public health services
are risk factors in the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, just as substandard construction and inappropriate building design
are risk factors in the case of earthquakes.
The conventional interpretation of the COVID-19 disaster which has conditioned the response in many countries
is that of an exogenous and unexpected hazard (the SARS-CoV-2 virus) negatively impacting health and disrupting normal
economic and social development in the region. The use of language such as “the war against the virus” employed in
one form or another in many political and technical discourses confirms this interpretation. However, as in the case
with classic disasters associated with hazards such as earthquakes or hurricanes, the risk manifested in the COVID-19
pandemic was shaped by the concatenation of multiple hazard, exposure and vulnerability factors, all of which are socially
constructed. Therefore, if there is a war to be fought it is not against the pathogen per se but against the processes,
drivers and factors that work together to construct the risk of pandemic.
In terms of the pathogen itself, there is evidence that the emergence of the virus was conditioned by social
and environmental changes that led to greater interaction between humans and non-domesticated animals. The hazard
associated with the transmission of the pathogen was further conditioned by the high levels of interconnection and
integration of regional economies and their urban centres that characterizes a globalized economy. This facilitated the
transmission of the pathogen in expansionary waves to all corners of the earth.
In terms of exposure to the pathogen, the ability of people to confine and quarantine depends on having a suitable
living space and the ability to work from home.321 Exposure increases dramatically for people who live and work in spaces
where social distancing or ventilation is impossible or difficult; examples include street vendors, public transport workers,
health workers, households without water and sanitation, and localities where hygiene protocols are not followed and
masks are not worn. For many households in Latin America and the Caribbean, accepting high levels of exposure to the
SARS-CoV-2 virus has been the only way to continue to earn a living and put food on the table.
Vulnerability to the SARS-CoV-2 virus is partly intrinsic, related to factors such as genetics and age. However, the
prevalence of pre-existing health conditions that magnify vulnerability to the pathogen is closely related to multidimensional
poverty and everyday risk including unemployment; income and food insecurity; occupational risks; crime; air and water
pollution; addiction and alcoholism; overcrowded housing; environmental degradation; and the lack of access to basic
services such as water, drainage, public health services and social protection. A recent study in Brazil modelled higher
vulnerability to the SARS-CoV-2 virus in areas with a high incidence of tuberculosis, high proportion of elderly people and
a high degree of overcrowding.322
The COVID-19 disaster therefore has revealed crudely and forcefully how risk scenarios are socially constructed
through the concatenation of multiple hazards, exposure and vulnerability factors. This logic is reflected in the notion of
syndemia,323 which refers to the synergy between social, psychological and economic preconditions and the pathogen,
which leads to risk construction. While these risk factors are specific to COVID-19 and do not necessarily imply exposure or
vulnerability to other hazards,324 the drivers of their social construction are common to the construction of risk when faced
with other types of hazard and serve as a common causal thread in the process. The logic and dynamics of development
in the region underpin a process of risk construction that materializes when it interacts with a wide variety of different
hazard triggers.
The sociologist Esmili Hamza has affirmed that confinement – or in this case the ability to isolate — is a bourgeois concept.
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2.2. The phases of the social construction of
risk
The social construction of risk passes through three phases. In the first phase, referred to here as accumulation,
multiple processes endogenous to the way development is pursued unfold at different temporal and spatial rhythms and
scales, thus configuring multiple hazard, exposure and vulnerability factors that concatenate to structure specific risk
scenarios.
In the second phase, referred to as materialization, actualization or realization, the accumulated risk is activated
and revealed by a given hazard trigger, whether it is physical (as in the case of an earthquake) or biotic (as in the case
of the SARS-CoV-2 virus). The risk materializes as direct loss and damage and as other indirect and wider impacts and
effects. Risk may materialize gradually with the occurrence of multiple extensive disasters or suddenly in a single intensive
disaster. The realization of risk condenses all multiple risk generation processes that are present in the accumulation
phase into a specific temporal and spatial scenario.
The third phase refers to the process of risk dissipation, in which the losses and other effects that characterize
disasters feedback negatively into the development process, often leading to significant economic and social setbacks.
Unless measures are taken to address risk factors and drivers, a new phase of risk accumulation begins, and future
disasters are possible.
As such, the social construction of risk should be considered as a continuous unfolding and enfolding325 of risk
drivers, factors, scenarios and their manifestations that reflects the dynamics and logic of how development has been
pursued. Disasters are only moments in this process when risk unfolds and crystallizes at a specific time and place and
manifests as loss and damage.
To categorize the processes that connect the pursuit of development to specific risk scenarios, the concept
of underlying risk drivers326 has been conventionally used. These drivers include poverty and inequality, poorly planned
and managed urban development, weak and ineffective governance, environmental degradation, climate change, and
infrastructure investments that ignore or magnify hazard. These underlying drivers are not isolated and discrete but
concatenated and interdependent processes, operating at different scales and rhythms and mediating between the
prevailing development models and the construction of specific risk scenarios.327
These time- and space-specific risk scenarios are not causally connected in a mechanistic sense. However, they
are intertwined to the extent that they share a common causality. For example, there is no causal and direct relationship
between a forest fire in Chile and an extreme hurricane in the Caribbean, but both reflect a common driver: global warming.
In the same way, individuals, households and communities facing multidimensional poverty and everyday risks are likely
to be disproportionately affected in disaster contexts, irrespective of whether the specific hazard trigger is a pathogen,
a flood, an earthquake or a conflict. Informal settlements and their occupants in Brazil, for example, are likely to be
disproportionately affected by landslides, violent crime and COVID-19 even though there is no causal link between any of
these hazard triggers.
The COVID-19 disaster has revealed a particularly important risk driver in several countries in Latin America
and the Caribbean: the historical underinvestment, unequal access and deterioration that characterizes public health
services. The decision to invest or not invest in public health systems reflects the tension inherent in the pathways to
development adopted by most countries: the trade-off between the privatization of benefits and the socialization of risks.
To a greater or lesser extent, the benefits of economic growth tend to be expropriated and concentrated in some economic
and social groups, while the accompanying risks are transferred to other social groups and territories or — as in the case
of anthropogenically induced climate change — to the commons.
See Bohm, D. (1980). The terms unfolding and enfolding are used here in the manner proposed by David Bohm, a quantum physicist whom Albert
Einstein once described as his successor. Bohm understood material reality as an explicate order that constantly unfolds out from and enfolds
back into an underlying implicate order.
326
For a detailed exploration of how underlying risk factors operate, see UNISDR (2009); UNISDR (2011a); UNISDR (2013); and UNISDR (2015).
327
Blaikie, P., et al. (1996).
325

107

Unequal access to public health services is not inevitable. A decision to invest in public health systems always
reflects the political and economic trade-off between the privatization of benefits and the socialization of risks that
pervades all underlying risk drivers and hence the configuration of risk in the region. While the COVID-19 pandemic and
a major hurricane disaster in the Caribbean are triggered by completely different hazards, the risks are intertwined in the
sense that they reflect how the trade-offs between the privatization of benefits and the socialization of risks are addressed
and resolved throughout the region.

2.3. The social construction of systemic risk
Systemic risk328 is a concept popularized by the financial sector after the economic crisis of 2007—2011.
In that setting, it referred to the risk created by interdependencies in a system or market in which the failure of
an entity or group of entities could cause a cascading effect that would sink the whole system or market.329 This is
in contrast to idiosyncratic risk, which affects only one financial institution without having a concatenated effect
on the rest of the system.330 In more general terms, systemic risk refers to contexts in which physical, biotic, social,
environmental and technological hazards contribute not only to the direct loss and damage of exposed and vulnerable
assets, but also to spiralling, cascading or rippling effects within one or more interdependent social, economic or
environmental systems that are often associated with feedback loops and non-linearity.331 In terms of scale, systemic
risk may be local, regional and global in scope and can be triggered by extensive and intensive hazard events.332
Research and policy on systemic risk has focused principally on the resilience of financial systems, global supply
chains and strategic economic infrastructure when faced with extreme, sudden, unforeseen and unknown hazard triggers
(such as the SARS-CoV-2 virus). Far less attention has been paid to how systemic risk manifests and materializes at the
local or subnational scale in low- and middle-income countries in Latin America and the Caribbean (and in other regions).
Quotidian expressions of systemic risk in these countries are the failure of local infrastructure systems, the interruption
of local supply chains and the degradation or failure of local ecosystem services. Local infrastructure systems provide
essential services, such as water and sanitation, power, telecommunications, health and education to urban centres
and their economies. Local supply chains depend on functional road, rail and river networks. Healthy ecosystems are
required to sustain agriculture and fishing, regulate climate variability, protect biodiversity and provide clean water and air.
Like all other risk categories, systemic risk is socially constructed. This implies that the triggering hazard event or events as well
as exposure, vulnerability and resilience are endogenous rather than exogenous characteristics of the system or systems. It
also implies that the ways systems are structured and organized and the ways they internalize risk are also socially produced.
The concept of moral hazard has been used to describe situations in which excessive risk-taking is encouraged
because the risk-taker who privatizes the gains avoids the resulting socialized risks. Moral hazard expressed as
the privatization of benefits and the socialization of risk therefore underpins the systemic logic through which
risk is socially constructed. From that perspective, drivers such as global warming or high levels of inequality
are not only risk drivers but systemic consequences of moral hazard. As such, systemic risk should not only
be analysed in terms of its non-linear ripple effects and cascading impacts once materialized. The continuous
unfolding and enfolding of risk drivers, risk scenarios and systemic impacts at all scales back into the development
process reflects the moral hazard internalized in development pathways. This process is also systemic.

See UNDRR (2019).
Schwarcz, S. L. (2008).
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London School of Economics and Political Science, Systemic Risk Centre (no date).
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Ibid.; Renn, O. (2016); and International Risk Governance Centre (2017)
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Renn, O., et al. (2020); UNISDR (2011a); and Maskrey, A., et al. (2021).
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3. The practice of disaster risk management
3.1. From the HFA to the Sendai Framework
The HFA prioritized disaster management and the protection of existing development from disasters. Of its
five priorities for action, all but Priority 4 (focused on reducing underlying risk factors) aimed to strengthen disaster
management – that is, to take action to improve disaster preparedness and response and to reduce existing risk. When
the outcomes of the HFA were reviewed, it became clear that most countries in the region had made significant progress
in strengthening their institutions and capacities, as well as in developing new legal and regulatory instruments, strategies
and policies. However, the review also revealed a disturbing trend: most countries made significantly less progress on
Priority 4 than the others. Moreover, the progress reported on strengthening disaster management contrasted with the
significant increase in loss and damage to housing, economic and social infrastructure, and agriculture that was registered
in national-level disaster databases.333 The resources invested in disaster management were not sufficient to diminish
existing risk nor to slow the social construction of new risk in the region.
The HFA implicitly provided a vision of disasters as externalities and exogenous shocks that negatively affect
the normal evolution of development pathways pursued in most countries. As such, disaster risk management became
understood as the combination of reactive and corrective strategies needed to protect development from exogenous
threats. This way of understanding disaster risk management internalizes an inherent contradiction: the protection of
development pathways that themselves socially construct and socialize risk.334 As such, it is unsurprising that the HFA
failed to stimulate a slowing or reversing of risk accumulation in the region.

3.2. Disaster risk management at an inflection
point
Taking into account the outcomes of the HFA, the Sendai Framework represented a shift in emphasis.335 Three of
its four priorities for action are oriented towards risk management and only one towards disaster management, reversing
the relative weighting of the HFA. The adoption of the Sendai Framework should facilitate a transition from efforts
focused on reactive risk management accompanied by timid efforts in corrective management to a greater emphasis
on prospective management and strengthening economic and social resilience. In principle, the Sendai Framework
presents a significant change in conception, paradigm and approach. However, to date many countries in the region have
struggled to translate this paradigm shift into actionable changes in disaster risk management and governance in specific
institutional and administrative systems, policies, strategies and norms. Taking into account the outcomes of the HFA,
the Sendai Framework represented a shift in emphasis. Three of its four priorities for action are oriented towards risk
management and only one towards disaster management, reversing the relative weighting of the HFA. The adoption of the
Sendai Framework should facilitate a transition from efforts focused on reactive risk management accompanied by timid
efforts in corrective management to a greater emphasis on prospective management and strengthening economic and
social resilience. In principle, the Sendai Framework presents a significant change in conception, paradigm and approach.
However, to date many countries in the region have struggled to translate this paradigm shift into actionable changes in
disaster risk management and governance in specific institutional and administrative systems, policies, strategies and
norms.
UNISDR (2009); UNISDR (2011a); UNISDR (2013); and UNISDR (2015).
Lavell, A. and A. Maskrey (2014).
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UNISDR (2015a). Paragraph 6 of the Sendai Framework states, “Enhanced work to reduce exposure and vulnerability, thus preventing the
creation of new disaster risks, and accountability for disaster risk creation are needed at all levels. More dedicated action needs to be focused
on tackling underlying disaster risk drivers, such as the consequences of poverty and inequality, climate change and variability, unplanned and
rapid urbanization, poor land management and compounding factors such as demographic change, weak institutional arrangements, non-riskinformed policies, lack of regulation and incentives for private disaster risk reduction investment, complex supply chains, limited availability of
technology, unsustainable uses of natural resources, declining ecosystems, pandemics and epidemics. Moreover, it is necessary to continue
strengthening good governance in disaster risk reduction strategies at the national, regional and global levels and improving preparedness and 		
national coordination for disaster response, rehabilitation and reconstruction, and to use post-disaster recovery and reconstruction
to “Build Back Better”, supported by strengthened modalities of international cooperation.”
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The evolution of disaster risk governance in institutional, administrative and conceptual terms, has evolved in
different phases. The emergency response offices established in the 1960s and 1970s as a consequence of major disasters
in the region evolved into disaster management offices that added prevention, mitigation, recovery and reconstruction to
their functions without necessarily increasing their capacities or resources to carry out this work.337 Subsequently, new
governance frameworks for risk management called national systems were adopted in many countries based on principles
of subsidiarity and transversality. This strengthening of national systems was accompanied by a growing fragmentation,
as other functionally separate governance frameworks emerged in related areas such as adaptation to climate change
and financial protection. The fragmentation of disaster risk governance has undermined the political relevance of national
systems in some countries. This is evident in the management of the COVID-19 disaster: despite the inclusion of biotic
hazards in the Sendai Framework, disaster risk management institutions and systems with few exceptions are playing a
limited role.
Disaster risk governance has evolved in each country in a different way, and not necessarily in a linear or sequential
manner. For example, in most Caribbean island states governance remains centred in national disaster management
offices. However, the same countries were among the first to innovate and adopt a regional financial protection facility,
the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility, and to develop climate change adaptation programmes. In the case
of continental countries, not all national systems reflect principles of subsidiarity and transversality. Those based on
civil defence and protection organizations have top-down hierarchies and vertical command and control structures. The
term national system has therefore been used to describe governance frameworks with completely different conceptions,
approaches and cultures.
However, a problem common to almost all countries is the lack of commitment and investment in prospective risk
management, which is essential to achieving the expected result and goal of the Sendai Framework. While prospective,
corrective and reactive risk management tend to be considered three equivalent aspects or approaches to disaster risk
management, prospective risk management is qualitatively different. While corrective and reactive management take
risks that have already been identified or materialized as their focus of intervention, prospective management addresses
underlying causes and risk drivers. In other words, corrective and reactive management focus on how risk that has
accumulated in the past manifests in the present, while prospective risk management operates on present and potential
risk accumulation that will be realized as disasters in the future if action is not taken to prevent it. Corrective and reactive
risk management require knowledge, organization and capacities similar to those in existing disaster risk governance
frameworks. Prospective risk management (which includes reconstruction and recovery processes) requires a different
kind of knowledge and capacities closer to that found in sectors such as land use planning, natural resource management
and urban and regional development. Hence there is a mismatch between the urgent need to strengthen prospective risk
management and the actual vision and capabilities of risk governance frameworks that currently exist. This discordance
has several dimensions.
As a result, the governance frameworks for disaster risk management and related areas such as adaptation to
climate change often remain exotic to mainstream governance and have little impact on day-to-day development planning
and management, except in specific national and local contexts. An additional challenge is that over the years the
institutions responsible for disaster risk management have developed their own culture and vested interests. Attempts to
modify their approach and responsibilities sometimes are met with inertia, if not outright resistance.
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4. Towards systemic risk management?
4.1. From extreme events to extreme risk
accumulation
As has been mentioned in this report, a contraction of up to -9.4 per cent in regional GDP is expected in the
coming years. This predicted decline in economic activity will likely result in significant reductions in social spending and
infrastructure investment in many countries. Given that the achievement of the SDG targets relies on these two factors,
the future does not look bright, especially if the region experiences new major disasters in countries devastated by the
COVID-19 pandemic. The impact of Hurricanes Eta and Iota on Central America, southern Mexico, and the Archipelago
of San Andrés and Providencia and Santa Catalina at the end of 2020 as well as the floods in Argentina highlight that
disaster risk in the region continues to accumulate.
Evidence that climate change of anthropogenic origin is causing radical changes in climatic averages (including
temperature, rainfall, dryness and wind speed) in the region is becoming more and more compelling.338 What were once
characterized as extreme or large-scale events such as devastating forest fires are now becoming more frequent and
regular — even normal. But climate change is only one of the risk drivers at play in the region. A complex ecosystem
of risk drivers includes the mass displacement and migration of people, crime and violence, water and food insecurity,
worsening environmental degradation and chronic political instability. In other words, the underlying logic and dynamics
of the development pathways pursued in the region socializes risk through multiple drivers operating simultaneously. At
present, the region seems more unbalanced than ever in political, economic, environmental and social terms. An extreme
and systemic accumulation of risk now permeates the entire social, environmental and territorial landscape.339 What is
needed instead of risk governance per se is the strengthening of governance for sustainable development in a way that
addresses this systemic accumulation of risk.

4.2.

Territorial governance of risk

The unfolding of this ecosystem of risk drivers against the backdrop of societies and economies weakened by the
COVID-19 disaster is a challenge that existing frameworks for disaster risk governance in the region are not well equipped
to address. As seen in Chapter 5, this will require new conceptual, methodological and institutional tools to address
systemic risk accumulation, of which the COVID-19 pandemic is perhaps just the latest and most vivid manifestation. This
makes a profound reflection on the future of risk governance more urgent.
Efforts to integrate currently exotic practices such as disaster risk management and climate change adaptation
into development planning and management under the principle of mainstreaming have yielded unsatisfactory results,
given that mainstreaming tends to reflect the concept of protecting development from supposedly exogenous threats in
order to increase its sustainability. Prospective risk management requires another approach: transforming the underlying
logic and dynamics of development from which risk drivers unfold. What is called for is not so much an administrative
or institutional transformation of risk governance, but rather the exploration of new development pathways that directly
address moral hazard and that revalue the trade-offs between the privatization of benefits and the socialization of risk.
The region requires development pathways that are sustainable not only out of conviction, but because the challenge of
surviving more extreme and systemic accumulations of risk is increasingly difficult.
National governments and the policies, regulations and tax incentives that are used to regulate and shape
development need to reflect a commitment to avoid the systemic accumulation of new risk. However, ultimately it is at
the subnational and local territorial level where different risk drivers concatenate and manifest; the systemic nature of
risk is expressed in specific scenarios; and quotidian risk is experienced by individuals, households, communities and
businesses. It is therefore at the territorial level that a transformed development practice must emerge. Strengthening
territorial governance in regions and localities is therefore an indispensable step in addressing underlying risk drivers.
Without robust and effective territorial governance, national policies and international commitments will not be actionable
or effective.
338
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Territorial governance is different from risk governance.340 While risk governance has a sectoral connotation,
territorial governance is broader and more inclusive. It is the framework that supports processes such as land use
planning, natural resource management, social and economic development, and the planning and execution of resilient
infrastructure. It is a form of governance that directly addresses underlying risk drivers in a way that can slow down and
reverse the social construction of new risk. Territorial governance has its own specificities in each country of the region
and can only be strengthened by taking them into account. However, there are also challenges common to many countries
that should be considered.
A first challenge concerns the enormous gulf between the capacities and resources of the territorial governments
of capitals and major cities and those of small and intermediate urban centres. In the latter, territorial governments
struggle to manage the most elementary public services such as solid waste management. It would be naive to expect
the territorial governance of risk to enjoy success in contexts where the minimum capacities and resources needed to
sustain it simply do not exist.
A second challenge concerns the overly complex nature of planning procedures and regulations that can hinder
rather than facilitate territorial governance. In some countries, local governments are responsible for managing multiple
planning processes (including urban development, territorial occupation, climate change adaptation and concerted
development plans), as well as attempting to resolve contradictions and inconsistencies among them. Territorial
governments with limited capacities and few resources are generally unable to successfully manage such excessively
complicated and fragmented sectoral planning schemes. Territorial risk governance therefore requires action on two fronts:
the strengthening of capacities and providing territorial governments with necessary resources, and the simplification
and consolidation of sectoral planning policies and procedures in favour of more integrated, practical, actionable and
viable schemes.
To sustain both processes, it is also necessary to strengthen and integrate territorial information systems. In
many countries, these are also characterized by fragmentation.341 There is an urgent need for more investment (including
by international cooperation funds) to support the production of data and information needed for prospective risk
management and the mechanisms that enable countries to make this information available.342 Currently, the availability
of data on disaster loss and damage in much of Latin America and the Caribbean paints a bleak picture. Increased
investment in this area is critical if countries are to be able to measure with some degree of rigor whether the losses and
damage associated with disasters are increasing or decreasing, and whether the global targets of the Sendai Framework
are being met.

4.3. Back to
management

the

future:

disaster

risk

The strengthening of territorial risk governance in those regions and localities where risk unfolds is critical and
must be supported by appropriate national policies and normative frameworks if there is to be any hope of achieving the
global targets of the Sendai Framework. Reframing disaster risk governance in this way would transform it from being
the responsibility of a specialized sector to a core responsibility of territorial governments and those working to advance
development. The results of such a transformation would become evident in the medium and long term, up to and beyond
the expiration of the Sendai Framework.

International Risk Governance Council (no date).
For example, at the present time in Peru there are efforts underway to merge various fragmented systems into one unified National Information
System for Disaster Risk Management (SINIGERD by its initials in Spanish).
342
Some countries in the region have organizations in need of support that serve these functions, including the Sistema Nacional de Estudios
Territoriales (SNET) in El Salvador.
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Meanwhile, in the short and medium term the occurrence of new mega-disasters in the region is almost inevitable
given the extreme risk embedded there. It is therefore urgent to strengthen corrective and reactive management capabilities,
especially early warning systems, preparedness and response. The accumulated experience and capacity of the region’s
disaster risk management institutions is an important asset in addressing this challenge that must be harnessed and
enhanced. This sense of urgency is also reflected in the SDGs, which indicate the need to “build the resilience of the poor
and those in vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other
economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters”.343
Risk management and governance in the region is therefore at an inflection point. Debate and reflection are
required to redefine its scope and role in order to strengthen corrective and reactive approaches capable of addressing the
new disasters that will manifest, and above all to transform risk governance so that the systemic accumulation of risk in
the region can be addressed and more resilient societies can be built.

343
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Acronyms and Abbreviations
ACC

Adaptation to climate change

ARISE

Private Sector Alliance for Disaster Resilient Societies

CADRI

The Capacity for Disaster Reduction Initiative

CAPRADE

Andean Committee for Disaster Prevention and Attention

CBD

Convention on Biological Diversity

CCA

Common Country Analysis

CDEMA

Caribbean Disaster Emergency Managment Agency

CEDAW

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women

CEPREDENAC

The Coordination Center for Natural Disaster Prevention in Central America

CES

Conference of European Statisticians

COP

Conference of the Parties

CSO

Civil Society Organization

DRM

Disaster Risk Management

DRMA

Disaster Risk Management Agency

DRR

Disaster Risk Reduction

DRSF

Disaster-related Statistics Framework DRSF

ECLAC

United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean

ESA

European Space Agency

ESCAP

United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific

ESCWA

United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia

FAO

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

FEDS

Framework for the Development of Environmental Statistics

GAR

Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction

GEO

Group on Earth Observations
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GFDRR

Global Facility for Disaster Risk Reduction and Recovery

HED

Hazardous Events and Disasters

IAEA

International Atomic Energy Agency

IFI

International Financial Institutions

ILO

International Labour Organization

IOM

International Organization for Migration

IPCC

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

IRDR

Integrated Research on Disaster Risk

ITU

International Telecommunication Union

IUCN

International Union for Conservation of Nature

MEL

Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning

NAP

National Adaptation Plan

NGIAs

National geospatial integration agencies

NDC

Nationally Determined Contributions

NSO

National Statistical Office

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

OIEWG

Open-Ended Intergovernmental Expert Working Group on Indicators and Terminology for
Disaster Risk Reduction

SDGs

Sustainable Development Goals

SEEA

System of Environmental Economic Accounting

SNA

System of National Accounts

SNE

National Statistical System

UN OCHA

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

UN Women

United Nations Organization for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women

UN-GGIM

United Nations Global Geospatial Information Management

UNCT

United Nations Country Team

UNDCO

United Nations Development Coordination Office
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UNDP

United Nations Development Program

UNDRR

United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (new acronym, derived from that of 		
UNISDR in April 2019)

UNECA -

United Nations Economic Commission for Africa

UNECE -

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe

UNEP

United Nations Environment Programme

UNESCO-UIS

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute of Statistics

UNFCCC

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

UNFPA

United Nations Population Fund

UNICEF

United Nations Children’s Fund

UNISDR

United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (former acronym, replaced by UNDRR 		
as of April 2019)

UNITAR

United Nations Institute for Training and Research

UNOOSA

United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs

UNOPS

United Nations Office for Project Services

UNOSAT

(United Nations Operational Satellite Applications Programme)

UNSD

United Nations Statistics Division

WHO

World Health Organization

WMO

World Meteorological Organization
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