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Excel lencies; Dr Tr ivedi ; Dist inguished Scholars and Teachers; 

Col leagues and fr iends; Ladies and gent lemen; 

I thank the organizers  for invit ing me to be here on the occasion 

of World Disaster Preparedness Day Celebrat ions. The year 2005 has 

been unprecedented; not only in terms of the number of disasters and 

conf l icts,  but also in their  magnitude.  

The earthquake and Tsunami of 26 December last year af fected 

more than 3 mil l ion people with over 200,000 deaths. The earthquake 

in Pakistan in October this year caused more than 100,000 deaths. 

Besides, houses and important facil i t ies  such as health centres and 

hospitals, as wel l  as schools , were severely affected.  
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The heavy monsoon f loods this year gravely affected the State 

of Maharashtra and other areas in India. The si tuat ion, indeed, posed 

a chal lenge for logist ics, suppl ies and protect ion of human health.  

At the same time, we have had incidents of some man -made 

emergencies. The examples  are : the chemical explosion in 

Ryongchon, North Korea, las t year, and industr ial  accidents and mine 

col lapses in China this year.  Addit ionally, social confl icts that 

recently le d to riots, in  France and Austral ia, have been signi f icant 

events.  

Whatever type of a disaster it may be, whether natural or man -

made, it is the community itself that is the first to cope with it. It is 

what the people in the community know and are able to do that can 

lead to the f irst l ine of action in the prevention of a disaster or in 

reducing its impact.  

The importance of the community to be wel l  informed about 

disaster r isks and hazards can never be overemphasized. Through 

various tools for educat ion, information and communicat ion, dis aster 

r isk reduction and preparedness can be engrained in people. This wi l l  

lead to the culmination of a “culture of safety” in the community that 

can thr ive and become sustainable.   
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Ladies and gent lemen,  

The importance of public education in this connection is obvious. 

Indigenous knowledge and risk mana gement strategies are valuable, 

and must be integrated into disaster preparedness and response 

programmes. It is this indigenous knowledge base that needs to be 

recognized, used and further strengthened, instead of being ignored.  

At the same time, disaster r isk reduction through new knowledge 

or knowledge from elsewhere , should be provided to  the community.  

This is crucial because, in general, the community may not ful ly 

understand the local hazards and  risks, or know the full range of 

protection measures. Therefore, a proper balance between local 

knowledge and new evidence is  ve ry important for publ ic education on 

disaster management.  

In this context, proper channels of communicat ion should be 

used for such education. Whether they are in the form of posters, 

leaflets, folk media , or TV and radio announcements, these should be 

well thought of and planned , in order to achieve the desired outcome.   

Impart ing appropriate knowledge through schools is cri t ica l for a well  

prepared or disaster-proof community.   



4 

Many emergency preparedness and response programmes 

introduce and discuss various disaster issues in schools. In Myanmar, 

this educational aspect is integrated into the primary school 

curr iculum, along with text books dedicated to the subject. The same 

can be observed in Bangladesh, Japan  and several other countries 

where the concepts of disaster r isk management are  taught in schools.   

At higher levels of education, the focus on disaster management 

and ris k reduction has increased over the past ten years. This is 

part icularly so in areas of architecture, engineering, development 

studies and heal th sciences. Both non -degree and degree programmes 

on Disaster and Humanitarian Work are now being offered in 

universi t ies al l  over the world.   

Furthermore, certain subjects relat ing to disaster mit igation and 

risk reduction have become the focus of attention in many of the 

degree courses. These subjects include Construction of Safer 

Buildings, and Sustainable Water R esource Management. In 

col laboration with educational inst i tut ions, WHO has also embarked on 

postgraduate educat ion in Publ ic Health Management During Crises.  

A regional course on Public Health Emergency Management for 

Asia and the Pacific (PHEMAP ) i s  be ing of fered. This course has been 

developed and is run  jointly by the WHO Regional Off ices for the 

Western Pacif ic and South -East Asia and the Asian Disaster 

Preparedness Centre  in Bangkok. In the past f ive years, about 200 

professionals have completed this  course and are working in their own 

countr ies at  nat ional  and sub-national levels. 
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They are well equipped with better ski l ls in managing 

emergencies when disaster str ikes. This PHEMAP course is also being 

adapted to suit  specif ic country si tuations, and is being of fered to 

train more people at the local level. Education and empowerment of 

the community wi l l  be an integral part of this course. The first nat ional 

PHEMAP course was held earl ier this month in Sri Lanka, with 

participation from various sectors . 

Excel lencies; Ladies and gent lemen,  

There is no doubt about the need to integrate disaster r isk 

management into  various educational programmes,  w hether for the 

general public through va rious channels of communication or for 

part icular groups of persons through addit ional and higher studies. It 

is very important in this educational process to provide the learners 

with an opportuni ty to study the real  events. 

The use of case studies and examples is indeed more effect ive, 

than a series of lectures and mere readings. In the context of disaster 

r isk management, using a mix of approaches is always more effect ive. 

The mix may change over t ime as a result of new technologies. 

However, educators and managers of educat ional programmes should 

be able to  cope wi th  such changes.   
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Ladies and g ent lemen, 

Available l i terature do es not document much evidence on the 

impact of the educational programmes on disaster r isk management.  

There are some inherent problems  in measuring such an impact.  

Therefore, education for disaster preparedness and response should 

also be supported through other means. This is in order to ensure that 

specif ic knowledge can transform itself into timely  and effect ive act ion 

when emergency s t r ikes. 

These days people are also gett ing educated on what to do in an 

emergency situation through several government programmes. An 

example is the cyclone shelters in Bangladesh. The development and 

maintenance of these shelters are supported by communit ies and 

var ious sectors. As a result,  the country is able to face and cope 

effectively with the hazards of cyclones and f loods in a very 

systematic manner, through community and mult isectoral  act ions. 

Keeping al l  these issues in mind, there are several steps to take us 

forward.  

One of them is the exchange of information between and among 

communit ies and countr ies. This information should also include 

elements  that can help educate and empower the people to  reduce the 

disaster risks and impact.  Increasingly, the World Wide Web has 

become a source of information, and a tool for educators, as well as 

web “surfers” of any age.  
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  Indeed, information and communication technology has 

provided everyone with new and more effect ive options in learning. 

Distant and open - learning approaches should also be maximally 

uti l ized in disaster education. This is to train a greater number of 

people in a shorter t ime frame.                                                                                                                                                                    

Ladies and gent lemen,  

You, as teachers, have an important role  indeed to play in 

achieving the goal of this noble task. The circumstances to achieve 

this goal are chal lenging, but need perseverance and unst inted 

attent ion. Educational programmes can have a cri t ical impact on 

disaster r isk reduction, i f  properly developed and implemented. The 

investment in educating people on disasters, hazards and r isks can 

br ing us a long way in improving the safety of populat ions . 

Such an investment can lead to a “culture of safety” that 

contributes to better health security. Finally, let me wish all of us a 

safer and more secure  wor ld in the coming years. 

Thank you.  

 


