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About this report
This report makes recommendations based on an analysis of the HFA country reports of nine countries: low-income 
countries (Guinea Bissau, Togo and Nepal), lower-middle-income (Fiji, Sri Lanka and Thailand) and upper-middle-income 
(Czech Republic, Mexico, and St Kitts and Nevis). These countries have different starting points, trajectories of progress, 
risk profiles and levels of per capita income. The reports give a good indication of what was prioritised by governments 
from 2005 to 2015.

The nine case studies are supplemented by an analysis of changes under the HFA against the new global targets and 
indicators. This includes the Munich Re NatCatSERVICE database on economic losses and frequency of natural disaster 
events, EM-DAT data on mortality and affected people, and World Bank data on economic losses relative to gross 
domestic product (GDP) and human impacts as a share of the population.
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Executive summary

Towards a national strategy for DRR
The pressure is on for signatories to the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030 
(SFDRR) to achieve and demonstrate a reduction in 
disaster losses by 2030. Evidence from a review of 
government self-assessed progress under the preceding 
Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) suggests that 
achieving positive outcomes under the Sendai Framework 
is attainable, but developing a national strategy for disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) is a pre-requisite for reducing the 
impact of disasters. Institutional change will need to be 
part of the strategy and this will take longer to achieve. 
Hence a national DRR strategy needs to be put in place 
well before the 2020 deadline for achieving global target 
‘e’ of the Sendai Framework (to ‘Substantially increase the 
number of countries with national and local disaster risk 
reduction strategies by 2020’ (United Nations, 2016)).

The 2017 Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction 
in Cancun marks a turning point for national governments. 
Two years into the new global agreement, it is time to take 
stock of progress under the HFA, and reflect on advances 
and delays in implementation of the SFDRR. This report 
finds that disaster losses increased during the HFA period, 
but also that most DRR interventions were not evaluated 
so they may not have been as effective as they could have 
been in reducing risk. Only by having a broader view of 
what governments focused on during the HFA period, the 
rate of change and key achievements, can decision-makers 
identify critical gaps and see where new approaches might 
be needed to accelerate change.

This report aims to help national governments, their 
sub-national counterparts, and donors better understand 
the pace of change required to deliver on the seven global 
targets of the SFDRR by 2030. To do so, the report 
systematically reviews governments’ own reporting on 
progress against the previous framework for DRR, the 
HFA, the type of which has not been done. This grounds 
recommendations for what should happen next in a deeper 
understanding of historical pathways for change. 

The report finds that an impressive number of DRR 
activities were conducted during the 10 years of the 
HFA, demonstrating commitment by governments to 
act to manage risk. Countries in very different economic 
situations and with diverse risk profiles prioritised many of 
the same activities, such as incorporating DRR in school 
curricula and running public-awareness campaigns. Most 
of these actions were relatively low cost, facing few political 

barriers and requiring limited institutional or structural 
changes. But a fundamental shift is required to achieve the 
SFDRR: national governments will need to focus not only 
on these pragmatic measures, but also take a more strategic 
approach – one that will require deeper engagement with 
civil society and the private sector. This approach may be 
more challenging, but will bear fruit over the longer term.

Countries will need to work on two tracks: 
(1) prioritising initiatives that are catalytic, making more 
effective use of external funding and accelerating other 
agendas; and (2) developing a longer-term strategy for 
institutional change on DRR, backed by national financing 
mechanisms. Neither track is a ‘quick win’ as both require 
sustained resourcing and commitment.

Prioritising initiatives that are catalytic  
and accelerate change
Governments should initiate policy and legislative 
reforms after disasters. High-impact disasters can prompt 
improvements in financing and commitment to DRR. 
During the HFA, where DRR legislation was already in 
place, subsequent major events prompted policy reforms 
due to public pressure and the scale of impacts. Policy-
makers can anticipate these events, including putting in 
place inquiry systems to examine the causes of disaster 
after an event.

Public awareness campaigns can enhance interest in 
DRR for specific hazards. Campaigns have tended to 
focus too narrowly on emergency response and, while 
demonstrating impressive reach to the local level, often 
lack evidence of impact. Greater and longer-lasting impact 
could be achieved by linking public awareness work and 
formal education programmes more closely.

Climate change debates and environmental issues can 
catalyse changes in DRR legislation. DRR practitioners 
should seek to actively engage with these debates and policy 
processes, harnessing political interest in climate change to 
advance DRR policy and coordination across sectors.

Changes in the political situation may warrant 
a new approach to DRR. Even during periods of military 
leadership, improvements in emergency preparedness 
and response can be achieved through engagement with 
civil society organisations. This has happened in Fiji and 
elsewhere. For progress to be made across all aspects of 
DRR, stability in governance arrangements and political 
buy-in is essential.



Externally funded projects can catalyse DRR reforms. 
This is particularly important in low-income countries 
(LICs). In contexts where DRR is not prioritised across 
government, and funding is limited or piecemeal, national 
governments can use externally funded projects to 
initiate change or regenerate interest in DRR. However, 
a multitude of projects and parallel efforts may not spur 
political engagement in DRR, and national governments 
should request support to existing national programmes 
with a preference for measures that strengthen national 
institutional capacities.

Regional and international initiatives can help 
establish standards and encourage knowledge sharing. 
Regional initiatives and institutions such as the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Agreement 
on Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(AADMER) programme encourage information sharing, 
coordination, resource mobilisation and good practice. 
They can also help promote standardisation on issues such 
as integrating DRR into school curricula (as can be seen 
through campaigns such as the Worldwide Initiative for 
Safe Schools, coordinated by the United Nations Office for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR)). Governments need 
to take ownership of such initiatives and turn them into 
national programmes that can be monitored and evaluated.

Towards a longer-term strategy for 
institutional change
Strengthening capacity and knowledge to implement 
legislation and policy. LICs generally have fewer human, 
technical and financial resources, meaning that law 
and regulation enforcement can be a challenge. This 
presents a major barrier to sustained progress on DRR. 
Knowledge sharing and capacity-building to implement 
laws and policies needs to become a priority for Sendai 
Framework implementation at all scales.

Incentivising private sector investment and compliance 
with DRR regulations. A longer-term strategy for 
incentivising private sector investments in DRR and 
for enhancing compliance with Environmental Impact 
Assessments, land-use plans and building codes is 
needed. As this requires structural changes along with a 
combination of incentives and enforceable sanctions, this 
will demand a longer-term political commitment and civil 
society engagement. Monitoring and publishing results 
of risk assessments – for example, public and private 
buildings that do not comply with standards or are in 
high-risk areas – can increase accountability.

Sustained civil society engagement in DRR has clear 
benefits. The HFA reports had relatively little to say about 
this, but civil society groups play an important role in 
raising awareness, providing training, helping to ensure 
consideration of gender issues, increasing access to early 
warning systems, and other critical areas of DRR. More 
systematic and sustained engagement with these groups 

is needed to achieve SFDRR targets (including target ‘g’ 
on increasing the availability of and access to multi-hazard 
early warning systems and disaster risk information). 
Countries should also monitor and measure progress 
in this engagement.

Overcoming size limitations and finite resources. 
Smaller countries – in particular small-island developing 
states (SIDS) – and local governments face specific 
challenges. Faced with limited budgets, countries and 
local governments tend to focus on less costly activities, 
for example disaster preparedness activities. Targeting key 
issues such as exposure to cyclones and floods in coastal 
areas, and harnessing specialist skills from regional bodies 
and line ministries, can help to overcome some of the 
constraints of size and geography.

Overcoming barriers posed by weak institutions, 
political instability and very low levels of development. 
Technical and capacity constraints within government 
are repeatedly noted as barriers to change. In places 
with weak institutions, very limited resources and/ or 
experiencing political instability, change will inevitably 
require some international support, but developing and 
implementing a DRR strategy should be collaborative. 
For national governments this will mean working with 
non-state actors.

A theory of change to achieve 2030 goals
DRR policies are essentially in need of a theory of 
change, and having to report on disaster losses in 2030 
provides a good incentive to develop one. A theory of 
change describes the logical sequence of an initiative 
from inputs to outcomes to goals. It is produced through 
a process of reflection and dialogue amongst stakeholders, 
through which ideas about change are discussed alongside 
underlying assumptions of how and why change 
might happen as an outcome of different initiatives 
(Vogel, 2012).

To produce an effective national DRR strategy, 
governments and their partners will need a theory 
of change for DRR policies that defines the national 
goals and the objectives, and interventions that will 
contribute to achieving those goals. Given the anticipated 
difficulties in using loss data alone to assess progress 
over the next 13 years towards the disaster loss goals, 
realising and measuring reductions in disaster risk, will 
be critical objectives. These risk management objectives 
should centre on preventing new risks, reducing existing 
risks and strengthening resilience (UNISDR, 2015c), 
which will require measuring and modelling changes 
in capacities and in vulnerability and exposure to 
different hazards. The types of activities or interventions 
that are needed to achieve these risk management 
outcomes can then be identified.
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Through this approach, the precise link between 
activities and the achievement of the long-term goals 
can be better understood, leading to better planning 
and evaluation. Developing a national DRR strategy is 

a priority for implementing Sendai and using a theory of 
change to guide planning should yield significant benefits, 
improving the chances of achieving national goals by 2030.



1.	Introduction

1	 Member States will report against outcome indicators (Targets A–D) and input indicators (Targets E–G) as well as additional indicators and targets in 
nationally determined monitoring schemes for the Sendai Framework Monitor.

As we move into the implementation of the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030 
(SFDRR), with a new set of global targets and indicators 
(UNISDR, 2015a), the pressure is on to demonstrate 
impact. The Sendai Framework (2015–2030) emphasises 
on four priority areas (Figure 1). Countries will be assessed 
(not self-assessed, as under the HFA) on their ability to 
develop plans as well as to reduce disaster losses.1 SFDRR 
targets and indicators are now linked to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), and reducing losses is seen 
as critical to achieving poverty reduction and a number 
of other SDGs. The challenge is huge, and governments 
will need to be realistic about what they can do vis-à-vis 
what they should be encouraging others to do.

This report aims to help national governments, their 
sub-national counterparts, and donors better understand 
the pace of change required to deliver on the seven 
global targets of the SFDRR by 2030. The targets are 
attainable, but achieving them requires a fundamental 
shift in the way national governments approach the 
task of reducing disaster risk. The report identifies the 
critical need for a national DRR strategy to accelerate 
progress towards the seven global targets of the SFDRR. 
Countries should aim to have this strategy in place well 
before 2020 (the deadline set for achieving global target 
‘e’ to ‘Substantially increase the number of countries with 
national and local disaster risk reduction strategies by 
2020’ (UNISDR 2015a)). Developing a DRR strategy is 
a pre-requisite for achieving the outcome-level targets 
that centre on reducing disaster losses.

As the first internationally agreed DRR framework, 
the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015 (HFA) was 
a landmark in global commitment to implement a DRR 
agenda. HFA national progress reports provide a unique 
perspective on the efforts made by governments to manage 
risk over the past 10 years. However, no systematic review 
has been conducted of governments’ own reporting 
on progress against the HFA. By analysing these and 
comparing changes across several countries, this report 
offers a critical reflection on what was achieved, grounding 
recommendations for what should happen in a deeper 
understanding of historical pathways for change.

Under the HFA, the ‘priorities for action’ were 
grouped into five areas (see Figure 1). Under each of these 
came a set of recommended processes and outputs, such 
as setting up a national platform for DRR, conducting 
a national risk assessment and ensuring that effective 
land-use plans and building codes are in place (UNISDR, 
2005). Governments were free to focus their attention on 
any or all aspects of each of the pillars and develop the 
policies, plans, actions and capacities that they considered 
most important or feasible. Surprisingly, however, 
countries have done some very similar things.

Yet the HFA was not very prescriptive in terms of 
expected outcomes; progress was self-reported using 
quantitative and qualitative indicators and means of 
verification; and the range of actions – and detail – in the 
reports is vast. Ten years is not a long time in terms of policy 
and legislative change but by exploring what governments 
were able to achieve over the period of the HFA, we have a 
more realistic understanding of the pace of change required 
over the next 13 years (to 2030) under the SFDRR.

In recognition of this, and to compare like with 
like, this report examines changes in DRR policies and 
practices in nine countries with different levels of per 
capita income in 2005: three low-income countries 
(Guinea-Bissau, Nepal and Togo); three lower-middle-
income countries (Fiji, Sri Lanka and Thailand) and three 
upper-middle-income countries (the Czech Republic, 
Mexico and Saint Kitts and Nevis). These countries 
experienced different rates of progress against these 
pillars, prioritising different elements and often choosing 
pragmatic, short-term activities – which were relatively 
low cost, facing few political barriers or opposition from 
other sectors, and that did not require institutional or 
structural changes. The extent to which these activities 
managed to reduce risk and therefore disaster losses 
during the HFA is not clear from what was reported.

This report consists of four main sections. Following 
the introduction, Section 2 describes the methodology 
used to assess progress under the HFA for different 
income groups (and other groups considered in need 
of special attention). Section 3 presents the results 
of an in-depth analysis of the HFA reports for nine 
country case studies describing the main trajectories 
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and progress under each of the HFA pillars. Section 4 
traces progress and showcases developments in 
disaster-related losses for different groups of countries, 
aggregated by their geographies and income levels. The 
fifth section then summarises some of the major changes 

that have taken place under the HFA, classifying what 
have been prioritised so far as ‘pragmatic’ and ‘strategic’ 
measures; and Section 6 sets out key issues that need to 
be addressed if countries are to make significant progress 
towards outcome-oriented targets in the SFDRR.

Priority for Action 1
Ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and a local 
priority with a strong institutional basis for implementation

Priority for Action 2
Risk governance:

Strengthening disaster risk governance 

Priority for Action 1
Risk knowledge: 

Understanding disaster risk

Priority for Action 3
Investment in DRR for resilience:

• Reducing existing risk
• Preventing new risk generation

Priority for Action 4
Enhancing preparedness for response and Build Back Better

• Preparedness
• Build back better

Priority for Action 2
Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks

and enhance early warning

Priority for Action 3
Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture

of safety and resilience at all levels

Priority for Action 4
Reduce the underlying risk factors

Priority for Action 5
Strengthen disaster preparedness for

effective response at all levels

Proposed groups of public policy indicators fo the
Sendai Framework for DRR 2015–2030

Hyogo Framework for 
Action 2005–2015

Figure 1. Linking HFA priorities to SFDRR

Source: ‘Considerations on Developing a System of Indicators Based on the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030: 

A proposal for monitoring progress’. Document prepared for the Expert Meeting on Developing Indicators for Disaster Risk Reduction, 

27–29 July 2015, Geneva (UNISDR, 2015b).



2.	Methodology

2	 To allow for the maximum possible difference in time between reporting, this report only consider countries that reported in 2009–2011 and 2013–2015 
when assessing change in levels of progress under the HFA. For a full list of these countries, see Annex 1.

3	 During the HFA, four of the case study countries changed income group category: Fiji (from lower-middle to upper-middle income), Czech Republic (from 
upper-middle to high income), Saint Kitts and Nevis (from upper-middle to high income) and Thailand (from lower-middle to upper-middle income).

Countries operate in a variety of contexts and will 
have different priorities for DRR, in part because of their 
distinct levels of risk and available resources. They have 
different starting points. To shed light on how starting 
points, risk and income levels shape their trajectories, 
this study classifies countries by income level in 2005, the 
inception year of the HFA. Each country self-reported 
across the five priorities for action of the HFA, indicating 
progress over time. Nationally designated focal points 
submitted the reports for four different time periods: 
2007–2009, 2009–2011, 2011–2013 and 2013–2015. 
Not all countries reported for all reporting periods. 
More detailed reporting indicators were introduced after 
the first period, so this report focuses on 2009–2015.2

We selected a range of low-income countries 
(LICs), lower-middle-income countries (LMICs) and 

upper-middle-income countries (UMICs) with different 
trajectories of progress reported under the HFA and 
a diversity in risk profiles and contexts (see Chapter 3 
for more details). This process identified the following 
nine country case studies: the Czech Republic, Fiji, 
Guinea-Bissau, Mexico, Nepal, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
Sri Lanka and Thailand.3

This report also includes an analysis of changes 
under the HFA against what will be the new global 
targets and accompanying indicators for monitoring 
the SFDRR: specifically, indicators (a), (b), (c) and (f). 
The Munich Re NatCatSERVICE databank provides 
data on economic losses and the frequency of natural 
disaster events, including smaller events with lower 
impact. EM-DAT data is used to examine mortality and 
the number of people affected by disasters (Guha-Sapir, 

0

1

2

3

4

Number of HFA 
reports per country 

Figure 2. Number of reports per country in the four HFA reporting periods

Source: PreventionWeb (2017); Natural Earth (2017).
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Below and Hoyois, 2017).4 Official development 
assistance (ODA) support to DRR is derived from 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) creditor reporting system. World 
Bank data is used to supplement this section (Section 4) 
and calculate economic losses relative to gross domestic 
product (GDP) and human impacts as a share of 
population (World Bank, 2017b).

The case studies were selected from a limited set of 
countries because not all reported more than once under the 
HFA (see Figure 2). Hence, while Section 4 of this report 
covers a range of income levels and risk profiles, some 
regions are missing from the analysis (for example, Central, 
Eastern and southern Africa), although a range of income 
levels, risk profiles and contexts are included in the analysis. 
Similar to the case study countries, others have also shifted 
between income groups over the time span of the analysis.5

4	 The SFDRR monitoring indicators define affected people as those experiencing physical harm, movement or displacement or suffering from other 
direct damage. EM-DAT views affected people more narrowly as those requiring immediate emergency assistance. Mortality, injuries and homelessness 
as a direct result of disasters are listed separately. Figures for affected populations as used in this report are based on EM-DAT’s category of ‘Total 
affected’ populations, which entails the affected, injured and homeless categories (Guha-Sapir et al., 2017). For a more detailed definition of terms 
see www.emdat.be/Glossary

5	 For more detail on income group composition by each year, see World Bank (2017a).

Governments self-reported on progress under the 
HFA; therefore the scores are not always reliable or 
a consistent measure between countries or over time. 
These reports are valuable nonetheless because they 
represent what governments have focussed on – it is what 
they think is most important. It is not always clear from 
the self-reporting whether plans were fully implemented so 
where possible this data has been supplemented with other 
sources and has been verified by independent DRR experts 
(see Annexes 2–10, available online at odi.org). Even less 
information is provided on whether programmes and 
plans have been achieved – if they have been evaluated, 
the results are not included in HFA reports. Nonetheless, 
we are able to provide a comparative analysis of the 
nine countries with more depth and objectivity than 
the HFA scores alone permit.



3.	Tracking progress  
across the HFA ‘priorities 
for action’

This section reviews changes in DRR policies and 
practices across the five HFA pillars for countries in 
each of the three income groups. The analysis draws 
on the country case study reports presented in Annexes 
2–10 (available online). More detail and references for 
the information presented in this report can be found 
under each of the case studies.

Importantly, the changes and limitations that are 
described are those that governments themselves have 
recognised as being important. This section is not so much 
a systematic review of everything that has happened in 
these countries, but rather a synthesis of what has been 
prioritised by government. Combined with an analysis of 
disaster losses (see Section 4), it therefore provides useful 
insights as to the particular challenges that groups of 
countries will face in implementing the SFDRR.

An impressive number of DRR activities were conducted 
during the 10 years of the HFA, demonstrating commitment 
by governments to take action to manage risk. Countries 
in very different economic situations and with diverse 
risk profiles prioritised many of the same activities. These 
actions were relatively low cost, faced fewer political 
barriers than more strategic actions (they could be led 

by a specialist DRR agency and did not face opposition 
from other sectors of stakeholders) and did not require 
institutional or structural changes. Some can be considered 
‘quick wins’, stimulating interest in DRR amongst other 
actors and catalysing change beyond the immediate focus 
of the intervention. The most prominent examples of 
these pragmatic measures are described below.

Pillar 1. Ensure that disaster risk 
reduction is a national and a local priority 
with a strong institutional basis for 
implementation

1. A national platform for DRR
One of the most important advances globally during the 
HFA period was the establishment of national platforms 
to bring stakeholders together for improved coordination 
of DRR activities (mainly preparedness related to specific 
hazards). In some cases, this has also served as a space to 
debate and provide policy recommendations. Nearly all 
of the countries reviewed for this report have national 
platforms (the exceptions are Guinea-Bissau and Saint 

Table 1. Countries selected for analysis

Annex Country Income group (in 2005) Change in reported progress under the 
HFA (relative to income group)

2 Togo LIC Lowest

3 Nepal LIC Middle

4 Guinea-Bissau LIC Highest

5 Thailand LMIC Lowest

6 Sri Lanka LMIC Middle

7 Fiji LMIC Highest

8 Mexico UMIC Lowest

9 Saint Kitts and Nevis UMIC Middle

10 Czech Republic UMIC Highest
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Kitts and Nevis), but their composition and functions 
vary widely. In the LICs these were set up and supported 
by donors after 2005, while some of the middle-income 
countries (MICs) had their own multi-stakeholder 
platforms prior to the HFA. These evolved from 2005 to 
2015, with members meeting regularly and increasingly 
discussing issues beyond those related to preparedness.

In some cases it has been difficult to get non-DRR 
specialist agencies to participate in these platforms. This was 
the case in Sri Lanka, where many government agencies 
did not consider DRR issues to be of relevance to them; to 
address this, the national platform was restructured in 2010 
with the aim of improving participation of government 
agencies and civil society organisations.

2. Comprehensive DRR legislation	
During the HFA, more than 120 countries undertook 
DRR legal or policy reforms (UNISDR, 2015c). Indeed, 
important changes to DRR legislation were made in all 
case study countries from 2005 to 2015, albeit at different 
rates. Although in some cases planning went ahead before 
legislation was updated because legislative processes were 
slow (as is the case in Fiji), legislation has served to define 
responsibilities and coordination across government 
agencies. Some countries had disaster-related legislation 
pre-HFA but this needed updating (Nepal (1982); Fiji 
(1998); Thailand (1979); Saint Kitts and Nevis (1999); 
Mexico (2000); Czech Republic (2000)).

In Mexico, legislative reform after 2005 brought it in 
line with international recommendations on promoting 
pre-disaster measures. Mexico has an authoritative 
political history that DRR reforms have slowly (but not 
entirely) shaken off. Legislative reforms under the HFA 
have been dramatic, with increasingly precise coordination 
and operational structures and mandates for administrative 
levels of government. In Mexico, legislative reform at 
national level tends to be replicated at state level, and 
some states have already updated their laws in line with 
the national reforms of 2012. None of the other case 
study countries’ sub-national governments have their own 
DRR legislation. However, DRR legislation in the Czech 
Republic does promote institutionalisation of DRR into 
sub-national policies.

In two of the case study countries (Nepal and Fiji), 
updates to DRR legislation were delayed during the HFA 
period, and this is acknowledged as being problematic for 
the implementation of plans. In Fiji, the delay has created 
uncertainty surrounding the assignment of roles and 
responsibilities under the various committees. In Nepal, 
delays have been partly due to lessons from disasters, in 
particular the 2015 Gorkha earthquake, resulting in the bill 
needing to be amended. These legislative delays have stalled 
progress on implementing the national DRR strategy.

In some countries, climate change debates and 
environmental issues appear to have catalysed changes 
in DRR legislation. In Togo, DRR has been promoted 

directly through the Environmental Law (2008); while 
in Mexico the new Civil Protection Law (2012) was 
drafted alongside the Climate Change Law (2012), 
benefiting from commitment within the climate change 
community to ensure coherence with other sectoral laws.

3. National DRR strategies and plans
By the end of the HFA, few countries actually had 
something they could refer to as a national DRR strategy – 
i.e. something that outlines a set of objectives, and the 
measures and resources needed to achieve them. National 
DRR plans and programmes are produced by governments 
for their term in office, but these tend to describe a 
limited set of processes and outputs. In some cases they 
are very focused on specific hazards (e.g. Guinea-Bissau 
and Czech Republic). Although it is not always clear 
whether plans were fully implemented or what they 
achieved, submissions from the wealthier MICs note 
some improvements in the plans themselves over time 
(in Saint Kitts, operational plans have been developed 
since 2013 based on the national strategy; in Mexico, 
there is a trend towards DRR plans that link to national 
development priorities and strengthening cooperation 
across government; and in the Czech Republic some 
DRR principles are included in flood protection plans, 
although the need for more preventative measures 
is acknowledged).

4. Local DRR strategies and plans
All countries have some kind of local-level decision-
making structure for DRR, although these are mainly 
community emergency committees of some kind. Local 
DRR strategies and plans are far less common. In the LICs, 
there were no local plans at the beginning of the HFA 
period. By the end, however, these had been drawn up by 
or for a number of local authorities, led and supported 
by external agencies.

The huge push under the HFA to devolve 
responsibilities and functions for DRR to local 
governments can be seen clearly across most of the MICs 
in this study (both LMICs and UMICs), driven principally 
by national-level legislation mandating local governments 
(although not always the lowest administrative units) 
to take responsibility for DRR. In most cases this 
decentralisation of DRR responsibilities was driven by 
broader decentralisation agendas. As this has not been 
accompanied by changes in funding structures or by 
any additional resources being decentralised for DRR, 
it is unsurprising that local DRR plans focus mainly on 
preparedness and response activities and coordination, 
as these are less costly than more upstream measures 
to reduce risk.

Nonetheless, in many of the MICs studied, DRR is 
formally decentralised. Local governments are given legal 
responsibility for DRR functions such as planning; and 
hence in these countries local authorities – even in small, 



remote municipalities – have started developing their own 
DRR plans where they are mandated to do so by national 
law. In Sri Lanka, for example, the number of provincial 
governments with disaster preparedness plans increased 
under the HFA after DRR was incorporated into the Local 
Government Act (2009). In Thailand, this happened after 
the 2007 Disaster Preparedness and Management Act, with 
provinces becoming responsible for developing their own 
disaster prevention and mitigation action plan and budget, 
and for responding to small-scale disasters.

Resources to implement the plans remain limited, 
however. There is no evidence in any of the case study 
countries of budgets being earmarked and reliably 
transferred to sub-national units or governments for DRR; 
local governments are expected to allocate resources from 
unconditional transfers and from their own revenues. In 
Thailand this is mandated: local governments have a legal 
responsibility to allocate 1–2% of local budgets to DRR. 
Because of scarce resources available outside urban areas 
in all of the LMICs and UMICs, DRR plans are limited in 
scope. Annual activities tend to focus on identifying the key 
hazards and responsibilities of key local departments in 
emergency preparedness and response. The one exception 
is Mexico, where municipalities can access additional 
funding for DRR through the Disaster Prevention 
Fund (FOPREDEN). This gives state governments 
considerable control, theoretically, to plan and implement 
DRR measures – although in practice, local autonomy 
over DRR decisions is limited in all but the largest 
municipalities because of the control state government 
exercises over municipal budgets, and because small 
municipalities lack technical capacity to implement 
DRR measures.

5. Sectoral DRR plans
Across a number of government departments there was 
a growing interest in DRR under the HFA period in all 
case study countries. In each country, different departments 
are mentioned as having ‘DRR plans’ – usually emergency 
plans for their sectors. In the LICs, the sectors with DRR 
plans are those that are important in national planning. In 
Guinea-Bissau, for example, DRR sectoral plans are most 
clearly seen from 2008 onwards in public health, as well 
as specific national programmes on food security and on 
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs). In Togo, 
on the other hand, by 2013 agriculture and environment 
sectors were the ones with DRR plans; since the creation of 
a national DRR strategy in 2013, more sectors have been 
encouraged to integrate DRR and, importantly, DRR was 
identified as a priority in Togo’s Strategy for Accelerated 
Growth and Employment Promotion. In Nepal, only 
specific sectors such as environment and health are noted 
to incorporate DRR measures, but the development of 
a National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) 
appears to have spurred interest in DRR across a number 
of other sectors including water, agriculture, energy and 

public health. Overall, for all LICs, the implementation 
of these sectoral DRR plans and programmes is very 
much dependent on external funding.

In the MICs, there has been a concerted effort to 
mainstream DRR into sectoral planning (rather than 
departments simply having a ‘DRR plan’), including 
through the use of risk-assessment tools for planning 
and budgeting purposes. The sectors or departments are 
slightly different in each country, suggesting that DRR 
mainstreaming is by no means a uniform process. In Fiji, 
the National Development Plan (2007–2011) mandated 
the use of Comprehensive Hazard and Risk Management 
(CHARM) in development planning. Thus by 2014 DRR 
was reportedly integrated in a number of sectors of the 
economy (water, housing, waste management, marine and 
biosecurity). Similarly, but perhaps less comprehensively, 
DRR has been mainstreamed across some sectors in 
Sri Lanka: by 2013 risk assessments were being used for 
decision-making in urban areas, and by 2015 this had 
expanded to roads, housing and tourism. In Thailand 
the focus is on flood risk management and, particularly 
since the 2011 floods, there has been a concerted effort 
to coordinate actions across a number of departments 
for short- and longer-term water management. Similarly, 
in Saint Kitts and Nevis following Hurricane Omar in 
2008, a growth and poverty-reduction strategy was 
developed to recover from the disaster and transition the 
economy towards a path of strong, sustainable growth. 
The two wealthier countries in this study, Mexico and the 
Czech Republic, already had provisions for drought risk 
management in water (Mexico) and agriculture (Czech 
Republic) sectors before the HFA began. In these countries, 
from 2005 onwards, more of a mainstreaming approach 
was adopted, with some effort to use risk assessments in 
planning and investment decisions in a few key sectors 
(still related to particular hazards).

6. Mandated community participation
Community participation in DRR policies and plans 
is not mandated in any of the LICs or LMICs reviewed for 
this report despite the considerable attention paid in the 
HFA to participation and community-based approaches to 
managing risk. Nonetheless, the HFA period witnessed an 
increasing number of externally promoted and supported 
community-level initiatives, including what are regarded as 
‘good practices’ of formalising participation, particularly in 
Nepal (although community participation appears to have 
been affected by the insurgency up to 2007). Capturing 
these local experiences and sharing good practices 
remains a challenge in all the case study countries.

In the higher-income countries, commitment to 
promoting community participation in DRR decisions 
is varied and certainly not stronger than in lower-income 
countries. In Saint Kitts and Nevis, community participation 
in DRR was encouraged from early in the HFA, and was 
bolstered in 2013 with the election of community members 
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as district managers, tasked to work with community-
based organisations and strengthen the disaster response 
capacity of communities. In Mexico, participation was 
mandated in 2012, but a subsequent HFA report notes that 
in practice community participation in DRR is limited. In 
the Czech Republic, it is not mandated and is reportedly 
not prioritised by either governments or communities.

Overall, there is little information in the HFA reports 
from these countries regarding community involvement 
in decision-making around DRR. The lack of resources 
to implement local-level DRR measures described above 
means that local governments could usefully involve 
communities in emergency preparedness and response 
planning and other DRM activities, but the HFA reports 
do not describe the level or nature of this participation. 
This is surprising given the widespread rhetoric of 
participation in international DRR statements, but likely 
reflects the fact that local governments were not directly 
involved in the reporting process – i.e. the reports may 
under-represent the level of participation.

7. Explicit recognition of gender
The HFA notes that women face particular vulnerabilities 
and that gender considerations should be integrated in 
DRR policies and mechanisms such as early warning 
systems. In all three LICs reviewed in this study, gender 
dimensions of DRR were not considered in policies at the 
start of the HFA period but have become more prominent 
over time. The specific needs of women and men are 
recognised in emergency response plans, but in practice 
actions have not changed. Recognition of the needs of 
certain groups does not represent a comprehensive general 

strategy. In LMICs, different approaches to improving 
gender considerations were adopted under the HFA: in 
Fiji, there was a focus on vulnerability but also recognition 
of the need for women’s inclusion; in Sri Lanka, a rights-
based approach to DRR was called for; while in Thailand, 
gender mainstreaming was attempted, although in 2015 it 
was noted that gender-focused activities were still not a key 
component of DRR. In Saint Kitts and Nevis too, a gender 
mainstreaming approach was adopted in 2013, while in the 
other UMICs gender is recognised as an important issue 
in DRR but legislation and plans continue to be gender 
blind. As with community participation (described above), 
this is surprising given the attention paid to gender in 
international rhetoric on DRR during the HFA.

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

8. Conducting a national risk assessment
Similar issues can be identified across the case study 
sample. Fully comprehensive, multi-hazard, national risk 
assessment has not been achieved in any of the case study 
countries, irrespective of size or level of wealth, although 
all appear to have made progress towards improving 
risk assessments over the 2005–2015 reporting period. 
National-level risk assessments of one kind or another have 
been carried out in Nepal, Thailand, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
Mexico and the Czech Republic, although it is not clear 
how comprehensive these are. Mexico has a national risk 
atlas for states and municipalities, although the resolution 

Pillar 1. Key areas of progress and next steps

Key areas of progress

1.	 Setting up a national platform under the HFA was an early action for countries that did not already have 
one. For those that already had some kind of inter-agency platform for discussion on DRR, reforms to these 
platforms took place with the result of improving coordination of DRR activities.

2.	Legislative reform was prioritised in all nine case study countries, although in some, institutional barriers have 
prevailed and legislation has not yet been passed. Updates to legislation after 2005 have brought countries 
in line with international DRR discourse and recommendations, meaning more of a focus on pre-disaster 
activities and on coordination with non-DRR specialised agencies.

Next steps

1.	Greater attention now needs to be paid to increasing non-government stakeholder participation in national 
platforms and local consultative equivalents, and to link DRR platforms to other platforms or high-level groups 
on climate change, health, the environment and related issues. Progress on reducing disaster losses will be more 
effective with the sustained engagement of the private sector and civil society.

2.	The longer-term and more significant challenge is now to ensure legislation is implemented. This will require 
more detailed regulations that specify actions, standards, incentives and penalties, supported by greater 
involvement of a wider range of government departments.



is not good enough to inform planning decisions. Hazard 
profiles have also been prepared for Sri Lanka, but no 
national risk assessments have been conducted in Togo 
(except in relation to health), Guinea-Bissau or Fiji. Single-
hazard and sub-national assessments remain the most 
common forms of risk assessment; the former are usually 
aimed at key hazards (e.g. floods in the Czech Republic). 
Multi-hazard assessments are rare and more likely to take 
place at local levels, so are conducted as one-off studies.

The rate and extent of progress on national risk 
assessments are affected by a range of factors: availability 
of financial and other resources is important, but there are 
other major challenges, including the technical complexity 
and scale of the task, and the length of time needed to 
carry it out. Systems to collect, analyse and disseminate 
data cannot be built rapidly. These constraints also inhibit 
repetition or updating of assessments: information is 
likely to be out of date within a few years, but all of the 
major risk assessments identified in the case studies were 
one-off initiatives.

Risk-assessment methods and contents appear to 
vary considerably in all countries. Unsurprisingly, hazard 
data collection and mapping are important elements in 
risk assessments everywhere, but the picture regarding 
vulnerability assessment is unclear in all of the case 
study countries. Very few even mention it, although it 
may be included in risk assessments in practice. It is also 
unclear how different national governments define and 
understand ‘vulnerability’.

The involvement of many different government 
departments and official technical institutions, with 
different specialist skills and areas of interest, has enhanced 
the generation of information but has not resulted in the 
production of comprehensive, multi-hazard assessments. 
There is little methodological consistency between studies 
(for instance regarding scales and time periods, and data 
formats), a problem exacerbated by the variety of donor-
funded technical and research reports. The involvement 
of so many stakeholders also presents data sharing and 
coordination challenges. The HFA reports are inconsistent 
in indicating how assessment information is shared or used 
and the mechanisms for sharing data across agencies; even 
where intra-governmental mechanisms are established, 
as in Sri Lanka, data exchange has remained a challenge. 
It is also hard to demonstrate the contribution of risk 
assessments to changes in policy, legislation and planning 
from the existing evidence. A number of risk assessments 
aimed to support sectoral planning in one form or another, 
although the extent to which assessments were included 
in sectoral development plans is also unclear.

In LICs, lack of government financial and technical 
capacity is acknowledged by governments to be a major 
constraint, necessitating a focus on specific hazards and 

6	  UNISDR is now developing technical guidance for monitoring the SFDRR global indicators, including on methodologies, data standards and metadata.

risks, on regions within the country, on geographical areas 
such as river basins, or on community-level assessment. 
These countries rely heavily on studies carried out or 
funded by other organisations (e.g. a minor risks analysis 
in Togo carried out by Plan Togo in 2006; World Bank 
support for a risk and vulnerability assessment in Nepal in 
2010; United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
assistance for community risk profiling in Guinea-Bissau).

Regional initiatives have stimulated progress in other 
country categories. This includes the risk assessments carried 
out in Thailand as part of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) Agreement on Disaster Management 
and Emergency Response (AADMER) programme, and 
Fiji’s benefiting from Pacific regional networks, initiatives 
and technical centres aimed at collecting and sharing risk 
information on transboundary risk.

9. Systematic collection of loss information
The limited and sometimes vague evidence from the 
case study countries makes it difficult to reach firm 
conclusions regarding the extent, accuracy and coverage 
of their loss data, or about how data are reported, monitored 
and analysed. Overall, the evidence suggests that there is 
considerable room for progress in this area – an issue that is 
vital to the implementation of the Sendai Framework.

The main concerns voiced by reporting countries include 
the challenge of maintaining databases (highlighted by Sri 
Lanka, for instance); the lack of common methodologies and 
procedures to assess damage, loss and needs when disasters 
occur; unsystematic collection of data, particularly at the 
local level and across sectors; and the challenge in updating 
information. Limited technical capacity and financial 
constraints hinder data collection, analysis and reporting.6

In general, the MICs in the sample appear to have 
better loss data than the LICs, as one would expect – for 
example, Mexico carries out systematic socioeconomic 
impact assessments of all major disasters every two 
years – but this is not consistent. For instance, Nepal has 
loss reports from 1991 to 2010 for earthquakes, floods, 
fires and landslides, and the government is improving 
loss/post-disaster data collection systems, which it seeks 
to align with international approaches; while Saint 
Kitts and Nevis has yet to compile a digital database 
of disaster information.

New data-gathering and coordination initiatives 
are mentioned in several reports during the period 
(e.g. a ‘disaster data warehouse’ in Thailand following the 
2011 floods), but their operational effectiveness and outputs 
are not described. Some losses and damages were assessed 
by reinsurance companies but these datasets are not openly 
accessible. The Disaster Information Management System 
(DesInventar), supported by a number of international 
organisations, including the UNISDR, appears to be 
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the primary source of data on disaster impacts in Togo, 
and it hosts 30 years of official data collected in Sri Lanka. 
Unlike other systems, it includes data on smaller events 
(extensive risks) – but for all datasets, maintaining and 
updating records remains a challenge.

Overall, individual post-disaster impact and needs 
assessments have been a key source of information in 
countries across the income categories. While not giving 
a comprehensive picture, they often supply detailed 
data, and in the case of LICs may attract support from 
international organisations (e.g. a post-flood needs 
assessment in Togo in 2010, conducted with support 
from the World Bank and UNDP).

10. Coverage of early warning systems
Coverage of early warning systems (EWS) is difficult to 
measure,7 but all of the case study countries regard national 
and local EWS as a priority, and in general they made 
significant progress in this area during the HFA period. For 
example, Togo’s flood EWS grew from a test programme in 
100 villages in 2009 into a national system with 19 local 
platforms by 2016; and in 2013 Nepal launched a 15-year 
plan to implement EWS across the country. Some of this 
progress was stimulated by major disasters, notably the 
2004 tsunami, which led to significant progress towards 
national-level and multi-hazard EWS in Sri Lanka and 
Thailand in the following years.

Most effort seems to have has gone into systems for 
specific prominent hazards, but several multi-hazard systems 
exist, and there is growing emphasis on this approach. Many 
countries have engaged in long-range climate forecasting 
and simulations, particularly to support their National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action, but two (Guinea Bissau, 
and Saint Kitts and Nevis) did not invest in this, possibly 
due to lack of capacity and resources. Overall, there is very 
little information on use of forecasts in sectoral planning.

7	 An EWS has four key elements, each of which could represent coverage. See United Nations (2016) Report of the open-ended intergovernmental expert 
working group on indicators and terminology relating to disaster risk reduction: www.preventionweb.net/files/50683_oiewgreportenglish.pdf

There are relatively few reported constraints on 
EWS progress in the HFA progress reports, but these 
include inadequate infrastructure, lack of equipment 
and trained personnel, and the challenges of translating 
scientific and technical information into a format accessible 
by the general public and of raising awareness among 
local communities. EWS coverage is also difficult to assess. 
Countries with higher resource levels tend have well 
established EWS, pre-dating the HFA period, that are more 
extensive in geographical scope and hazards coverage. 
Regular tests and exercises enable systems to be reviewed 
and modified, although the Czech Republic was the only 
country to report on this.

Non-governmental actors have sometimes played 
an important role in EWS development. For instance, 
work on the Togo flood EWS originated as an initiative 
of the Togolese Red Cross, and Red Cross volunteers play 
a key role in its operation; whilst in Nepal collaboration 
between government departments and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) is a feature of many district-level 
EWS. In many countries, the media are key partners in 
warning dissemination.

National EWS are also linked to scientific 
information providers overseas and associated regional 
and global networks. In Sri Lanka, for example, the 
Ministry of Health coordinates with the World Health 
Organisation over disease outbreaks; Saint Kitts and Nevis 
receives weather satellite imagery access and forecasting 
support from the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration; and the Czech Republic cooperates closely 
over flood data and warning exchange with neighbouring 
countries sharing the same river system. The role of 
international donor funding is also acknowledged by 
some countries as having been an important catalyst 
for the development of national EWS.

Pillar 2. Key areas of progress and next steps

Key areas of progress
Coverage of early warning systems (EWS). Developing effective EWS has been prioritised in all countries. 
Improvements in coverage of EWS and their effectiveness in reducing loss of life are not captured in the HFA 
reporting data. Nevertheless, the relationship between EWS and a reduction in loss of life has been established 
elsewhere (for example in Bangladesh, see Haque et al., 2011) and investing in these systems is a sensible priority 
for LICs in particular, given that they are relatively low cost (compared to other structural DRR measures) 
and attract donor funding.

Next steps
The next step is to invest in more integrated EWS working across different geographical and time scales, including 
the use of short-, medium- and long-term forecasts in river basins, making DRR interventions climate-smart and 
ecosystem-based.

http://www.preventionweb.net/files/50683_oiewgreportenglish.pdf


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

11. DRR in school curricula
In all categories, most progress was made in the latter 
part of the HFA reporting period. Overall, there was 
clear progress towards more comprehensive, integrated 
approaches, and in some cases towards mandatory 
teaching on DRR. Yet levels of achievement varied widely 
between countries, with countries in the same income 
brackets showing very different levels of commitment 
and achievement. The wealthier countries demonstrated 
mixed progress.

LICs appear to have taken the issue seriously, but 
they were greatly constrained by a lack of funding (for 
DRR education and the education sector as a whole) and 
a lack of qualified teachers. Other actors and funders 
played an important role in resourcing and promoting 
DRR teaching – such as UNDP’s support for putting DRR 
into primary and secondary school curricula in Togo 
in 2014, and into primary education in Guinea-Bissau 
in 2015. However, one-off interventions and funding 
favour a project-type approach to education instead 
of continuing improvement. The need for appropriate 
teacher training was also highlighted in MICs.

Higher education and university courses were not 
mentioned by LICs, but in some MICs (principally Sri 
Lanka and Thailand) there was more emphasis on their 
role in DRR education. External agencies and international 
initiatives have played some role in stimulating progress 
in DRR education in the MICs (e.g. the influence of 
the UNSIDR global campaign ‘Disaster Risk Reduction 
Begins at School’ on Fiji’s initiatives to mainstream DRR 
in schools), although the HFA reports do not demonstrate 
clear causal links in most cases.

A common feature of the reporting in all country 
categories was ambiguity about the content of DRR 
education. It is not clear to what extent this was a stand-
alone subject or integrated into a range of subjects within 
the curriculum; nor whether it focused on immediate, 
practical aspects such as emergency drills, or took 
a broader DRR perspective. By sharing frameworks, 
standards and best practices between countries, greater 
harmonisation in the quality of DRR education could 
be achieved.

12. Training and capacity-building in DRR plans
The HFA reports have little to say on the range of 
training and capacity-building activities that took 
place, the coverage or the impact. The reports focus on 
training, principally by government institutions and for 
government officials, although in some cases other training 
providers are mentioned. In general, this area appears to 
be underdeveloped, although this impression may be due 
to the very limited reporting available.

Overall, the HFA reports may not accurately reflect 
what was happening on the ground. Trainings and 
capacity-building initiatives at the local level were not 
always included. Some initiatives and innovations do 
appear to have taken place, but there are no visible trends 
during the reporting period. Instead of taking a strategic 
view, governments across the categories appear to have 
developed patchworks of training initiatives on DRR 
or on specific technical aspects, such as safe building 
or post-disaster needs assessments.

In LICs, training and capacity-building appears to be 
a significant area of weakness, being limited and sporadic 
except where donor funding is available. Some MICs have 
established national DRR colleges to train professionals 
and government officials (e.g. Mexico and Thailand). There 
are few references however to volunteer or community-
level training initiatives led by governments. Given the 
lack of capacity to design and implement DRR actions 
expressed in the HFA reports, capacity-building is clearly 
an important component of a longer-term DRR strategy.

13. Public awareness and media  
outreach campaigns
There is no discernible trend in improving awareness 
and outreach during the HFA reporting period. All 
countries recognise the importance of public awareness-
raising, but the HFA reports do not suggest that they have 
long-term strategies for this (with the exception of Fiji, 
where high impact disasters have motivated politicians 
to take this issue more seriously).

National campaigns (e.g. designated disaster days 
or weeks) are the most prominent activities across the 
countries surveyed. The emphasis appears to be on disaster 
preparedness and response. Some countries put resources 
into activities at particularly hazardous times of year 
(e.g. the hurricane season) or focusing on particularly 
significant hazards (e.g. diseases). It is not clear whether 
these awareness-raising initiatives were linked to EWS 
or not. Reports show that these activities can reach large 
numbers of people: for example, Guinea-Bissau’s health 
and hygiene campaign in 2008 reached over 400,000 
people; civil protection public outreach activities in the 
Czech Republic between 2012 and 2014 reached over 
1 million people. However, little detail is given and 
there is very little evidence of impact.

Lack of finance is a notable constraint on activity 
in LICs, which depend on international funding to a 
large extent. In general, MICs are more active in public 
awareness, are engaged with a wider range of media, are 
more conscious of the need to reach local levels, and are 
possibly more involved in international awareness-raising 
campaigns. Nevertheless, these countries vary in their levels 
of commitment. Only one HFA report amongst all those 
reviewed in this study (Thailand’s HFA report, 2015) spoke 
of the importance of considering indigenous knowledge 
in this area of activity. This is an interesting finding given 
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indigenous and traditional knowledge is commonly 
used to prepare for, cope with and survive disasters. 
Communication of this indigenous knowledge would be 
a relatively low-cost and beneficial measure.

Pillar 4. Reduce the underlying risk factors

14. DRR in climate change adaptation policies
As national adaptation action plans and programmes 
were developed during the HFA period, many appear to 
have drawn on existing DRR policies and experience in 
considering how to manage climate-related risks over the 
short term. DRR policies and legislation are often referred 
to in climate change adaptation (CCA) policy documents. 
However, in all but a few of the case study countries, there 
have been difficulties in jointly developing CCA and DRR 
plans. Implementation is led by different departments, 
and this institutional separation means that activities 
are usually carried out in parallel. In Thailand, lack of 
technical capacity is cited as the problem for integrating 
these two related sets of policies.

One exception is Fiji, where there is a Joint National 
Action Plan for DRR and CCA. In the Czech Republic, 
towards the end of the HFA period, a more concerted effort 
was made to link DRR and adaptation in the 6th National 
Communication under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which refers 
to specific DRR measures needed to reduce climate change 
impacts, and an interdepartmental working group on 
climate change was set up to develop action plans.

15. DRR in environmental policies and 
impact assessments
Governments reported very differently on how DRR is 
incorporated into environmental policies and impact 
assessments. In some countries, DRR now needs to be 
included in environmental impact assessments (EIAs) by 
law (Fiji, Saint Kitts and Nevis, and Mexico), but this is 
established by different types of legislation. In Mexico, 
for example, it is the Civil Protection Law (2012) that 
establishes that an EIA for new developments must integrate 
risk, while in Fiji the EIA legislation includes a section on 
hazards and risks so that DRR can be embedded into the 
planning process. In the LICs, DRR is referred to in EIAs or 
environmental impact studies, but these are not conducted 
in a consistent or comprehensive way. In these and other 
countries, a common approach has been to develop 
specific environmental protection policies with a focus 
on environmentally fragile and hazard-prone places.

16. Making hospitals safe
Hospital safety was a key focus of the HFA, and 
a number of international agencies invested heavily in 
programmes to retrofit and safely build public health 
facilities. Nonetheless, in the LICs there was little progress 
in assessing the safety of hospital buildings during the 
HFA period. No measures to improve hospital safety 
were reported in Guinea-Bissau or Togo from 2005 to 
2015, while in Nepal some assessments were carried out 
towards the end of the HFA period and 10 structural plans 
developed for hospitals. Some earthquake risk reduction 
programmes exist for hospitals in Nepal and retrofitting 
has reportedly taken place, but the scope of this was 
not reported.

Pillar 3. Key areas of progress and next steps

Key areas of progress
1.	 Incorporating DRR in school curricula was one of the DRR activities where most attention seems to have 

been paid during the HFA, helped in part by donor-funded NGO/CSO projects targeting specific school areas 
or hazards. All countries have made efforts to embed teaching of DRR in schools through the development of 
topics and modules in school curricula. Wealthier countries show different levels of commitment, indicating that 
in this area it is not so much about availability of resources as government interest.

2.	National DRR awareness-raising campaigns are relatively low cost and popular everywhere. These tend to be 
one-off or infrequent initiatives. There is some monitoring of coverage but there is little discussion of what 
campaigns have achieved.

Next steps

1.	Knowledge-sharing initiatives highlighting best practices can now be promoted to harmonise and improve 
the quality of DRR education and standardisation of content.

2.	 If public awareness and media outreach campaigns were evaluated, their effectiveness could be better 
understood and used as an incentive to promote awareness raising more regularly and consistently across 
the country.



In the MICs with fewer resources, legislation and/
or guidelines for hospital safety were developed later in 
the HFA period, and there are a number of initiatives 
in these countries promoted by eternal agencies such as 
the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) earthquake resistant 
health centres and social case centres and UNISDR’s One 
Million Safe Schools and Hospitals campaign. In the 
wealthier MICs, there appear to have been more extensive 
programmes of risk assessment of hospital buildings: in 
Mexico, this began at the start of the HFA (although many 
still have not been assessed); in Saint Kitts and Nevis, an 
extensive assessment process took place in 2009; and in 
the Czech Republic, 90% had been assessed by 2015. It 
is not clear, however, what proportion of those assessed 
were deemed unsafe and how many have been retrofitted 
or rebuilt as a result. This data could be used as an 
indicator of physical vulnerability.

17. Making schools safe
For school safety, similarly, there have been only a 
few initiatives reported in LICs (with the exception 
of Nepal, which has received significant funding for 
retrofitting), while in the MICs with fewer resources, 
more attention has been gradually paid to ensuring that 
new school buildings in hazard-prone areas adhere to 
building standards under the HFA. This was supported 
through external funding and technical assistance from 
around 2013, when the One Million Safe Schools and 
Hospitals campaign was launched (supported by UNISDR 
in collaboration with the World Health Organization 
(WHO); the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO); UNICEF; World Bank; and 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB)). In Mexico, the 
Czech Republic, and Saint Kitts and Nevis, school safety 
programmes also increased in the second half of the 
HFA, and more detail is presented in the HFA reports 
on progress in assessing schools and taking action to 
improve structures than in the lower-income countries. 
The Czech Republic reported that no schools were 
unsafe from disasters in 2015.

18. Risk-financing mechanisms and shock-
responsive safety nets
Risk-financing mechanisms exist in all of the reviewed 
countries, and it is notable that attempts have been made 
in the LICs to promote the use of microfinance to help 
households cope with disasters. The HFA reports of both 
Togo and Guinea-Bissau highlight the need for crop and 
property insurance schemes as well as strengthening of 
social safety nets to provide cash transfers after a disaster. 
In Nepal the insurance market is underdeveloped, 
and although the country received external support to 
develop risk-transfer mechanisms, the government notes 
that vulnerable groups are still not covered by either 
insurance or social safety nets.

Meanwhile, in Fiji the insurance market has been 
growing and is now the second largest in the Pacific. 
Fiji is ready to develop catastrophic risk insurance 
and will join other MICs Saint Kitts and Nevis 
(through the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance 
Facility) and Mexico in being able to use these kinds 
of instruments to transfer risk and avoid some of the 
substantial economic impacts disasters have caused 
in the past. The Mexican CAT Bond was developed 
early (in 2006 it was the world’s first government 
catastrophic bond), and this instrument has been 
developed since to provide coverage against major 
losses from earthquakes and hurricanes.

All the MICs have crop insurance schemes and 
insurance for property and other economic activities, 
but the coverage is not adequate. In Mexico, only 20% 
of losses from two hurricanes in 2013 were insured. 
In the Czech Republic the coverage is higher: before 
the HFA, when floods hit in 2002, 40% of losses 
were insured (although this was through commercial 
insurance schemes, not government initiatives).

Social safety nets of some form exist in all the 
MICs, and in a few (for example, the ‘Oportunidades’ 
scheme in Mexico) these have the capacity to be scaled up 
in a disaster, usually through the delivery of conditional 
cash transfers (cash-for-work or temporary employment 
schemes), although it is not clear how comprehensive 
these would be. The term ‘shock responsive’ was not 
used to refer to national social safety nets in any of 
the HFA reports submitted for these countries. This is 
a relatively new concept and there is growing interest 
in using existing social protection systems to channel 
support to those affected by disaster, and this is likely 
to become a more prominent feature of the SFDRR.

19. Land-use planning and building codes
At the start of the HFA, land-use planning was weak 
or non-existent in two of the LICs reviewed (Togo and 
Guinea-Bissau). During the HFA some attention was 
paid to integrating risk in planning instruments, but this 
was not taken much further. The Togolese government 
admitted that poor people who move into urban areas 
often end up in high-risk locations where building codes 
are ignored. In Nepal, the government has paid greater 
attention to improving the building codes themselves, 
and made them more relevant to local conditions (to 
include relevant risks) in 2008, but implementation 
has been patchy. Safer building construction was 
a government priority even before the 2015 earthquake, 
but beyond initiatives to build safer public buildings 
(and use safer building practices in reconstruction 
after a disaster) it is not clear how this priority is 
being applied throughout the country.

In the lower and upper MICs, the HFA saw 
increasing interest in land-use planning as an approach 
to reducing risk (or avoiding risk creation), particularly 
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in urban areas. Fiji also has a rural land-use policy to 
avoid desertification, and in Sri Lanka hazards maps have 
been used to inform construction in landside-prone areas. 
In Thailand, building construction regulations have 
been developed especially for earthquakes. Although 
Thailand, Sri Lanka, and Saint Kitts and Nevis have 
some of the required instruments to control land 
use and construction, poor implementation of these 
regulations is cited as a major problem.

Both the Czech Republic and Mexico had policies 
and regulations to control development in hazardous 
areas before the HFA. In the Czech Republic these 
dealt principally with flood risk (and still do), and are 
fairly comprehensive, incorporating legal instruments 
(regulations for land use and infrastructure development) 
as well as broader spatial development policies and urban 
plans for water management. It is acknowledged that the 
building codes need updating and are not always followed 
but there is some monitoring of compliance. Mexico 
has adopted a stronger line on enforcement: under the 
2012 national civil protection law, public officials can be 
penalised for authorising land-use permits without a risk 
assessment and formal approval. Municipal governments 
in Mexico are responsible for producing land-use 
regulations, issuing licenses and permits, and ensuring 
compliance but technical capacities to do this are still 
lacking in many municipalities, and a clear national 
strategy is needed to implement the ambitions of the 
2012 law.

In all the case study countries, the social and economic 
pressures driving increasing construction in high-risk areas 
(in cities and along coasts in particular), as well as the poor 
quality of new housing, are key drivers of risk. Developing 
codes and regulations that can be implemented, as well as 
monitoring and incentivising compliance with these, 
remain huge challenges and are clearly a priority for 
implementing the SFDRR.

Pillar 5: Strengthen disaster preparedness 
for effective response at all levels

20. National and local contingency plans
In 2005, the majority of these case study countries had 
developed some kind of contingency plan at national level 
and many at the local level too. In a number of cases these 
were very top-down, but only one country, Guinea-Bissau, 
did not have a contingency plan in 2005.

Over the next 10 years, national and local contingency 
plans developed to include more hazard types, to expand 
geographical coverage, and to go across scales (namely 
from national down to local level). The Czech Republic 
is a notable exception, where relatively well-established 
structures for preparedness and response do not appear to 
have altered fundamentally over the reporting period. In 
a number of other case study examples, emphasis is placed 
on sectoral contingency planning at the national level. 
This was the case for Nepal with the development of the 
cluster-based approach to DRR through the Nepal Risk 
Reduction Consortium (NRRC).

National and local contingency plans may exist 
almost everywhere, but hazard coverage and quality vary 
greatly. Plans for predictable and seasonable hazards are 
more common, though these plans are often designed in 
isolation from other hazards.

Contingency plans that were developed or updated 
during the HFA demonstrate a shift in focus: from 
detailing only rescue and response activities to including 
preparedness and recovery actions. In Togo, for example, 
the 2008 rescue plan (Plan ORSEC) was adapted over time 
based on lessons from disasters, and by 2015 a multi-
risk National Contingency Plan was adopted, providing 
a framework for decision-making, coordination, action 
and funding.

By 2015 a number of contingency plans were 
supported by national financing arrangements to enable 
rapid mobilisation of resources in the event of a disaster, 
including to the sub-national level. Fiji for example 
includes a National Contingency Fund with financial 
reserves to support and scale up National Disaster 
Management Office (NDMO) operations as required.

There is significant variation in the maturity of specific 
aspects of contingency plans, across scales. Taking the 
example of search and rescue, the country cases range 
from having a relatively well-developed network of 
operations (Czech Republic) through to having no state-
funded search-and-rescue operations (Nepal). Moreover, 
trainings and drills are frequently referenced in national 
progress reports as components of contingency plans, 
but no countries demonstrate a strategic approach to 
building capacity to enable improved action as a result 
of contingency plans, and exercises relate to only some 
parts of the crisis management cycle.

Pillar 4. Key areas of progress and next steps

Key areas of progress
There were no quick wins for this pillar, although 
several countries made some progress in school 
and hospital safety.

Next steps
Reducing underlying risk requires a wide range 
of actions to address the complex structural factors 
that shape risk and vulnerability. These actions 
should be core components of a national DRR 
strategy (see section 5).



Overall, more support is needed to strengthen 
contingency planning and training and to standardise 
emergency procedures. Where most progress has taken 
place, plans have extended to improve coordination 
across levels of government, sectors, and private sector 
actors – and include consideration of gender – as is 
the case for Mexico.

21. Emergency fund
By 2015, all of the countries had an emergency fund of 
some form except for two of the LICs – Togo and Guinea-
Bissau. Where a fund does not exist, the intention to 
establish an emergency fund is often cited, but constraints 
include a lack of state funds (Togo and Guinea-Bissau); 
and where resource allocation is limited, the lack of 
approval by Treasury is cited as a constraint (Sri Lanka).

Where national funds for response and recovery are in 
operation, the focus is on the provision of goods and services 
primarily covering the period of immediate response, often 
determined by Post Disaster Needs Assessments. Some funds 
are specifically named as the initiative of heads of state or 
government (Fiji, Nepal). Less focus is given to longer-term 
recovery or rehabilitation.

For isolated mega disasters, the international 
community may be called upon through the UN Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 
flash appeals and other mechanisms, as was the case for 
the 2015 earthquake in Nepal and the 2012 Tropical 
Cyclone Evan in Fiji. For Togo, in the absence of a national 
emergency fund, flash appeals and international assistance 
are the primary sources of response funding.

In Fiji and Thailand national funds were made available 
to support reconstruction activities and to provide victim 
compensation, with the expectation that investments 

would be made in prevention as well as recovery – 
to ‘build back better’ and avoid losses in the future.

Of all the case studies, Mexico is a notable exception. 
Mexico’s emergency response and recovery fund has 
matured to include resourcing for risk reduction measures, 
and although the emphasis remains on reconstruction, the 
proportion allocated to DRR is slowly increasing.

22. Culture of volunteerism and participation
Some countries (e.g. Guinea-Bissau, Thailand, and Fiji) 
had national committees of volunteers prior to the HFA. 
In Thailand, these were historically rooted in civil defence 
groups. In other cases committees were established during 
the HFA period, along with membership-based networks 
of volunteers from civil society organisations (CSOs). In 
contrast, in the Czech Republic a legacy of centralised civil 
protection has resulted in limited civil society engagement 
in DRR, though the government recognises the need 
to increase the range of stakeholders involved in DRR 
(with a draft law on volunteerism in discussion).

The trend during the HFA was to adopt piecemeal 
approaches to capacity-building and to the integration 
of volunteer groups into formal assistance and relief 
efforts, and in all case study countries comprehensive data 
on volunteerism is lacking (including on training given to 
volunteers). This is surprising given that the core activities 
of many CSOs working in DRR is to raise awareness and 
provide training to community members to improve 
preparedness and response. As with community 
participation in DRR policies and plans, records of 
volunteer group activities are limited in the HFA reports 
due to lack of government awareness of this civil 
society engagement.

Pillar 5. Key areas of progress and next steps

Key areas of progress
1.	Emergency funds were set up in all but a few of the lower-income countries. Failure to set up a fund was 

linked to resource constraints rather than lack of interest. Some emergency funds expanded in scope to include 
elements of preparedness, recovery and rehabilitation (e.g. Mexico, Nepal), but overall the focus remained on 
emergency response and recovery. There was very little additional funding for pre-emptive DRR activities.

2.	Most countries had contingency plans in 2005 but they were limited in scope. Developing the quality and the 
scope of these to include not only emergency response but more preparedness activities is an important trend 
across all countries regardless of income level.

Next steps
1.	Creating an annual fund that government ministries and local governments can access to invest in risk 

reduction is an important next step in creating a comprehensive risk-financing structure.
2.	Contingency plans should be further promoted and refined under the SFDRR as a sub-component of a national 

DRR Strategy. These plans will need to be adequately resourced – all potential funding sources should be 
identified in advance.
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An exception is the work of the National Red 
Cross Societies, which is noted in all country reports. 
The Red Cross is a key player in response operations 
and active in mobilising and training local volunteers 
as first responders (e.g. for earthquakes in Nepal) and 
in raising awareness of health and hygiene to avoid 

disease outbreaks and epidemics (e.g. for cholera in Togo). 
Participation is substantial, with 8,000 active volunteers 
in the Czech Republic and over 1 million volunteers in 
Thailand who have led community-based DRM training. 
In Nepal the network is extensive, with volunteers able to 
mobilise across all 75 districts.



4.	Disaster losses  
during the HFA

8	 This includes disasters triggered by climatological, meteorological, geophysical and hydrological hazards.

9	 The 21-year time frame reflects the 10 years prior to and the 10 years of HFA implementation plus the initial year of the SFDRR. While this is suited to observe 
medium-term trends around the period when the HFA was in effect, it is too short to capture return periods of large-scale disaster events (UNISDR, 2015c).

The SFDRR now includes global targets to reduce 
disaster losses, damage and disaster-related human 
impacts. It therefore moves beyond the HFA emphasis on 
processes and outputs. It also extends beyond the focus 
on the national scale to assess progress globally. Data for 
some of the global indicators have yet to be generated and 
harmonised, but international organisations, universities 
and reinsurance companies already compile data on several 
of the SFDRR indicators: disaster mortality, number of 
affected people, ratio of economic losses to GDP, and 
international financial support for DRR activities.

This section analyses the loss data and ODA for all 
countries, divided into the income group categories of 
countries used to select the case studies. We also look at 
other frequently cited categories of countries considered to 
face particular challenges in reducing disaster risk: African 
countries, least-developed countries, landlocked countries 
and small-island developing states.

Disaster events
Figure 3 shows the frequency of disasters8 in a given 
year per income category. The average number of disaster 
events has risen sharply for most groups of countries over 
the past two decades. The exception is SIDS, which on 
average experience fewer events per year compared to 
the other country groups and where the reported number 
of events has not increased at the same rate.

Economic losses from disasters
Economic losses relative to GDP show different trends 
for country groups (see Figure 4). Over the past two 
decades,9 total economic losses have increased globally 
and the average number of reported events per year has 
risen particularly for MICs and most of the sub-groups 
of developing countries. Yet economic losses relative to 
GDP have decreased for some income groups (LICs and 
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Figure 3. Frequency of disasters 1995–2015

Source: Munich Re (2017); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations Committee for Development Policy (2016); United 

Nations (2015b); World Bank (2017a). 

28  ODI Report



Delivering disaster risk reduction by 2030  29

LMICs), while they have stagnated or increased for others 
(UMICs and HICs) over the same period.11

LICs experience lower disaster-related losses relative to 
GDP than the other income groups for most years; LMICs 
have had the highest losses relative to GDP for many of the 
last 20 years, although these losses have come down more 
rapidly than for the other groups.12

The SFDRR highlights the relevance of different 
country contexts and starting points and, in particular, the 
need to focus on countries in ‘special situations’. African 
developing countries, Least Developed Countries (LDCs), 
Landlocked Developing countries (LLDCs) and Small 
Island Developing States (SIDS) all face specific challenges 
and require closer attention (UNSIDR, 2015c).

Losses from disasters relative to GDP have traditionally 
been higher in SIDS than for other groups of countries, but 
this appears to be changing with relative losses now higher 
for LDCs (see Figure 5). The general trend seen in Figure 5 
appears to be one of decreasing losses relative to GDP 
across all the country groups in special situations, with 
the exception of LLDCs and African countries.

10	 Losses are in USD adjusted to 2016 Consumer Price Index (CPI) while GDP is constant at 2010 USD values in all figures. Linear trends need to 
be interpreted with caution as data is truncated and zero losses in a given year can be a result of no event as much as a result of an event with no 
economic impact.

11	 Similar to the number of events per year, an increase in losses may be related to enhanced access to information and better reporting over time (Kron 
et al., 2012). These improvements mostly concern very small events, particularly in developing countries and emerging economies. While some regard 
the effect of these small events on overall loss amount statistics as negligible (Eichner et al., 2015), the 2015 Global Assessment Report (GAR) on DRR 
estimates that losses are underestimated by up to 40%, which can be partially attributed to the difficulty of capturing small events (UNISDR, 2015c).

12	 This trend can be observed in Figure 4 but it is not a statistically significant change. Country groups are aggregated to reflect total losses relative to total 
GDP for the whole group. This follows the suggested indicators for the SFDRR but may disguise disaster impacts in smaller economies. Assessing losses 
relative to average GDP per capita can rebalance the importance of smaller economies in the aggregation.

13	 For a detailed definition of the different types of natural disasters as used by EM-DAT and the NatCatSERVICE, see Annex 1 and http://www.emdat.
be/classification

The different trajectories of SIDS may be related to 
the specific profile of hazards they experience. In these 
countries, meteorological events such as storms or extreme 
temperatures13 are more common than in other country 
groups and these have relatively higher economic and human 
impacts as compared to other hazards (see Annex 1). This is 
reflected in the SIDS case study countries Fiji and Saint Kitts 
and Nevis, where, between 1995 and 2015, meteorological 
events accounted for about 49% and 99% of overall 
disaster-related losses respectively. However, while GDP 
grew in SIDS from 1995–2015, the average number of 
disaster events remained fairly constant and in combination 
with increasing economic activity in less exposed areas 
or sectors, this may partially explain why relative losses 
declined (despite an increase in absolute losses).

Human impacts of disaster
LICs and LMICs have the largest share of global 
disaster fatalities, as shown in Figure 6, and the number 
of people affected by disasters (per 100,000) is also 
highest in LICs and LMICs for most years since 1995, 
reaching almost 15% of the total population of LICs 
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Figure 4. Disaster losses by income group (relative to GDP)10
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in 2002 (own calculations based on Guha-Sapir et al., 
2017). Individual high-impact disasters largely drive the 
numbers of fatalities and people affected within countries 
and across country groups. This is the case, for example, 
with the Nepal earthquake in April of 2015, where 
fatalities reached over 30 for every 100,000 people and 
close to 20% of the country’s entire population was 
directly affected by the event (own calculations based 
on Guha-Sapir et al., 2017).

Disasters related to different hazards have different 
economic and human impacts. The proportion of economic 
losses and the share of affected population resulting from 
climatological events, for instance, are relatively high in 
African and LLDCs (see Annex 1). Climatological events, 
including droughts, are reported to be responsible for 
relatively high numbers affected and economic losses, 
especially in African countries, but are less linked to 
mortality, injuries and homelessness compared to other 
hazards. This may be partly related to the definition of 
impacts used by current databases, which focus mostly 
on direct disaster impacts. Long-term and indirect impacts 
are not captured, but may have serious consequences 
nonetheless: for instance, declining health as a result of 
malnutrition related to a drought; the spread of diseases 
in the aftermath of flooding; and loss of employment after 
disaster-related disruptions to the economy (Wilkinson 
and Peters, 2015). Simonet et al. (2017) find that a disaster 
can have negative impacts on national economic growth 

14	 DRR 1990–2010 (Watson et al., 2015; Kellett and Caravani, 2013). However, the online database has not been updated with information after 2010, and 
recent international financial flows beyond ODA intended for action on DRR are therefore difficult to track.

as long as three years after the event. A concrete example 
of indirect consequences are the Thailand floods of 2011, 
which affected around 700,000 jobs and interrupted 
supply chains, especially in the electronics and automobile 
manufacturing industries. Populations in non-flooded 
areas also experienced this shock due to the detrimental 
impacts of the floods on the national economy as a whole 
(Haraguchi and Lall, 2014; Poaponsakorn and Meethom, 
2013; Bland and Kwong, 2011).

International support and cooperation 
for DRR
ODA funding for disaster prevention and preparedness 
(DPP), as one part of overall humanitarian aid, is tracked 
through the OECD creditor reporting system.14 Figure 7 
shows the increase in earmarked funding relative to GDP 
since 2002, when the first ODA disbursements were 
explicitly allocated as DPP. Studies of DRR aid between 
1990 and 2010 that include non-ODA flows show that 
DRR financing has previously been heavily concentrated on 
MICs (Kellett and Caravani, 2013), but DPP flows relative 
to GDP in LICs have grown much faster in recent years.

Despite this increase in reported ODA, international 
support for DRR represents only a fraction of disaster-
related aid flows and development assistance more 
broadly (Watson et al., 2015). Very little is known 
about the specific allocation of international financial 
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in 2002 (own calculations based on Guha-Sapir et al., 
2017). Individual high-impact disasters largely drive the 
numbers of fatalities and people affected within countries 
and across country groups. This is the case, for example, 
with the Nepal earthquake in April of 2015, where 
fatalities reached over 30 for every 100,000 people and 
close to 20% of the country’s entire population was 
directly affected by the event (own calculations based 
on Guha-Sapir et al., 2017).

Disasters related to different hazards have different 
economic and human impacts. The proportion of economic 
losses and the share of affected population resulting from 
climatological events, for instance, are relatively high in 
African and LLDCs (see Annex 1). Climatological events, 
including droughts, are reported to be responsible for 
relatively high numbers affected and economic losses, 
especially in African countries, but are less linked to 
mortality, injuries and homelessness compared to other 
hazards. This may be partly related to the definition of 
impacts used by current databases, which focus mostly 
on direct disaster impacts. Long-term and indirect impacts 
are not captured, but may have serious consequences 
nonetheless: for instance, declining health as a result of 
malnutrition related to a drought; the spread of diseases 
in the aftermath of flooding; and loss of employment after 
disaster-related disruptions to the economy (Wilkinson 
and Peters, 2015). Simonet et al. (2017) find that a disaster 
can have negative impacts on national economic growth 

14	 DRR 1990–2010 (Watson et al., 2015; Kellett and Caravani, 2013). However, the online database has not been updated with information after 2010, and 
recent international financial flows beyond ODA intended for action on DRR are therefore difficult to track.
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systematically made available (Kellett and Peters, 2013). 
In the HFA reports submitted by case study countries, none 
specify how much money was spent on DRR each year.

In the absence of better data, it remains unclear how 
much additional support for DRR has been provided, 
beyond what is reported by donors, or for what 

15	 ODA is in constant 2014 USD. GDP is in constant 2010 USD.

purposes this financing is used. Capturing detailed 
information on support for technology, innovation or 
capacity-building (as is suggested in the monitoring 
indicators for the SFDRR), will require new reporting 
mechanisms and clearer tracking of DRR financing 
at the national level, as well as for financing flows 
involving non-state actors.
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5.	 Looking ahead to 
2030: taking a strategic 
approach to DRR

Our review of changes under the HFA points strongly 
to the need for national governments to be more 
strategic and coordinated in their approach to DRR. 
Under the HFA, reporting focused on DRR processes 
and outputs, but the SFDRR requires governments and 
their partners to focus on the effectiveness of activities 
in reducing disaster impacts. It is difficult to estimate 
how effective DRR has been so far as there have been 
few evaluations of any interventions and interpreting the 
loss data for the HFA period needs to be done with care. 
The data are not perfect and come in many forms, and 
major events can disguise trends. Yet it seems clear that 
globally, disaster risk is increasing (UNISDR, 2015c); 
and the number of disasters and absolute losses have also 
risen since 1995. Nonetheless, economic losses relative 
to GDP appear to have decreased for some country 
groups. Further research is needed to better understand 
this trend but certainly, better monitoring and evaluation 
of DRR interventions is needed to understand which 
are having the greatest impact and why.

To make progress against the SFDRR outcome-level 
goals (reducing disaster mortality, numbers affected, 
economic losses, and damage to critical infrastructure) 
will involve a step change: from the individual, pragmatic 
measures described above to more coordinated national 
strategies for DRR. Governments will need to set clear 
objectives for the risk reduction outcomes they want 
to achieve by 2030 and strategies to achieve them, 
tracking progress and adapting to changes in the 
context as needed.

This will require working on two tracks: (1) prioritising 
initiatives that are catalytic in nature, making more 
effective use of external funding and accelerating other 
agendas; and (2) developing a longer-term strategy for 
institutional change on DRR, backed by national financing 
mechanisms. Neither track is a ‘quick win’ as both require 
sustained resourcing.

Prioritising initiatives that are catalytic 
and accelerate change

Governments should initiate policy and legislative reforms 
after disasters. High-impact disasters have prompted 
improvements in financing and while this is not a new 
finding, there are patterns of consecutive high-impact 
events that have promoted cumulative steps forward in 
the development and commitment to DRR. Where DRR 
legislation was already in place, subsequent major events 
prompted further reforms, such as accompanying financial 
mechanisms. For example, in Fiji, major disaster events 
have led to important legislative and policy reforms. The 
Tropical Cyclone in 2012 and repeated flood events then 
prompted renewed attention to the need for comprehensive 
financial mechanisms for risk transfer and response. These 
events should be used to stimulate public debate and 
reflection on the adequacy of policies and development 
models in place, and not only to suggest ways to be better 
prepared. Where this isn’t already happening, countries 
could consider establishing a public inquiry process to 
determine the causes of disasters related to natural hazards 
(as is often carried out for ‘man-made’ disasters).

Public awareness campaigns can enhance interest in 
DRR for specific hazards. However, campaigns tend to 
focus too narrowly on emergency response and, while 
demonstrating impressive reach to the local level, often 
lack evidence of impact. This is the case for Nepal, for 
example, where although substantial investment in safer 
schools and public awareness-raising activities has taken 
place, it remains to be seen how increased DRR knowledge 
has led to change in societal behaviour and decision-
making. Greater and longer-lasting impact could be 
achieved by creating synergies between public awareness 
campaigns (which tend to be one-off) and formal 
education programmes (which lasts longer).

Climate change debates and environmental issues can 
catalyse changes in DRR legislation. This has happened 
in Togo, where DRR has been promoted directly through 
the Environmental Law (2008); while in Mexico the new 
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Civil Protection Law (2012) was drafted alongside the 
Climate Change Law (2012), benefiting from commitment 
within the climate change community to ensure coherence 
with other sectoral laws. DRR practitioners should seek 
to actively engage with these debates and policy processes, 
harnessing political interest in climate change to advance 
DRR policy and coordination across sectors.

Changes in political situation may warrant a new 
approach to DRR. In Fiji, during the period of military 
leadership following the 2006 coup, significant delays were 
incurred in passing legislation on the new National Disaster 
Risk Management (NDRM) arrangements. Similar delays to 
legislative changes were seen in Nepal as a result of political 
upheaval. Changes in approach to DRR may be required 
in such situations: for instance, in Fiji, greater emphasis 
on best practice for civil-military engagement in response 
was emphasised during the period of military leadership. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that for progress to be made 
across all aspects of DRR, some stability in governance 
arrangements is required. For example, in Guinea-Bissau, 
progress across the HFA pillars increased slowly from 2014 
after the move to a democratically elected government, but 
political buy-in from senior members of the new transitional 
government remains an obstacle. Meanwhile, progress in Sri 
Lanka accelerated rapidly after the war ended, particularly 
in the northern and eastern provinces.

Externally funded projects can catalyse DRR reforms. 
This is particularly important to LICs. In contexts where 
DRR is not prioritised across government, and funding 
is limited or piecemeal, national governments can use 
externally funded projects to initiate change or regenerate 
interest in DRR. However, lots of projects and parallel 
efforts may not spur political engagement in DRR, and 
these approaches often persist even when there is a stable 
and engaged government architecture through which 
DRR investment and capacity-building could take place 
(for example, in Nepal and Fiji). National governments 
should request support to existing national programmes 
with a preference for measures that strengthen national 
institutional capacities.

Regional and international initiatives can help set 
standards and encourage knowledge sharing. The case 
studies suggest that regional initiatives and institutions 
like the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency 
Response (AADMER) programme encourage information 
sharing and good practice. Indeed, this study suggests that 
regional and international agencies are very much needed 
to encourage knowledge exchange and standard setting on 
issues such as how to integrate DRR into school curricula. 
International campaigns can be also influential (for example, 
the Worldwide Initiative for Safe Schools, coordinated 
by UNISDR, appears to have stimulated progress) but 
are inevitably piecemeal, and governments need to take 
ownership of such initiatives and turn them into national 
programmes that can be monitored and evaluated.

Towards a longer-term strategy 
for institutional change
Strengthening capacity and knowledge to implement 
legislation and policy: With a greater focus on the 
outcomes of DRR policies in the SFDRR, knowledge 
and capacities are becoming increasingly important for 
achieving global targets. LICs generally lack human, 
technical and financial resources, and MICs need to 
prioritise capacity-building as a longer-term strategy 
rather than addressing it in an ad hoc manner. Progress 
has been slow on enforcement of laws and regulations, 
irrespective of whether these were established prior to the 
HFA period or during it. Many countries – including Sri 
Lanka, Fiji, and Saint Kitts and Nevis – grapple with the 
challenges of enforcing land-use regulations and building 
codes, and of ensuring different government entities 
take responsibility for DRR in their respective sectors or 
territories in accordance with national legislation. This 
presents a major barrier to sustained progress on risk 
reduction. Knowledge sharing and capacity-building to 
implement laws and policies needs to become a priority 
for SFDRR implementation.

Incentivising private sector investment and compliance 
with DRR regulations: If the goals of the SFDRR are to 
be achieved by 2030, a longer-term strategy is needed 
for incentivising private sector investments in DRR and 
for enhancing compliance with EIAs, land-use plans 
and building codes. As this requires structural changes 
along with a combination of incentives and enforceable 
sanctions, it will take time and will demand a longer-term 
political commitment. Monitoring and publishing results 
on hazard exposure of public and private buildings that 
do not comply with standards or are located in high-risk 
areas can increase accountability. This can be done in 
partnership with civil society.

Sustained civil society engagement in DRR has 
clear benefits, yet the HFA reports had relatively 
little to say about this. Non-state actors play a role in 
raising awareness, providing training, helping to ensure 
consideration of gender issues, increasing access to early 
warning systems, and other critical areas of DRR; all of 
which have been under-reported by governments. More 
systematic and sustained engagement with civil society 
groups will be needed to achieve SFDRR targets (including 
target ‘g’ on increasing the availability of and access to 
multi-hazard early warning systems and disaster risk 
information), as will monitoring and measuring progress 
in this engagement.

Overcoming size limitations and finite resources: 
Smaller countries, in particular Small-Island Developing 
States, and small units of government face different 
challenges than larger ones. Many SIDS are MICs but 
the size of the economy is small and they are unable to 
make significant investments in protective infrastructure, 
for example. Similarly, Mexico has 2,430 municipalities, 
some of which are very small and lack resources to 



develop and implement plans and regulatory tools to 
manage risk. Faced with limited budgets, countries and 
local governments focus on less costly things and on those 
activities where physical proximity is an advantage, for 
example engaging communities in disaster preparedness 
activities (Wilkinson, 2012). A clear strategy that targets 
key issues like reducing risk in coastal areas, and accessing 
regional skills and services, could help to overcome some 
of the constraints of size and geography. At the local 
level, some earmarked resources will need to be reliably 
transferred to sub-national units or governments for 
DRR for local plan to be implemented.

Overcoming constraints of weak institutions, political 
instability and very low levels of development: Technical 
and capacity constraints within government are repeatedly 
noted as barriers to change. There are examples, however, 
of this being addressed through external support. Togo, 

for instance, is reliant on OCHA appeals for major 
disasters and continually lacks capacity to respond to 
smaller-scale disaster events. To address this issue, the 
government, with support from UNDP, created a new 
agency in 2017 with funding dedicated solely to DRR. 
Changes in the political climate can also, however, present 
critical opportunities for altering DRR approaches. In Sri 
Lanka, after the civil war, efforts to implement national 
policy for DRR ramped up. Similarly, in Guinea-Bissau, the 
installation in 2014 of a democratically elected government 
prompted a series of gradual changes across the HFA 
priorities for action. Change will inevitably require some 
international support, but developing and implementing 
a DRR strategy should be collaborative. For national 
governments this will mean working with non-state actors 
and adjusting to new structures, as for example under 
military rule in Fiji.
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6.	 Next steps: creating a 
theory of change for DRR

The SFDRR global target ‘e’ is to ‘substantially increase 
the number of countries with national and local disaster 
risk reduction strategies by 2020’ (United Nations, 2016). 
However, according to the analysis presented in this 
report, governments will need to put in place a national 
DRR strategy before 2020 if they are to make progress 
on the disaster loss targets by 2030. The Global Platform 
for Disaster Risk Reduction being held in Cancun should 
therefore mark a turning point for national governments – 
a time to take stock of advances and delays since the HFA. 
Time is passing by and there is an urgent need to begin 
working on the more catalytic and longer-term strategies 
for institutional change that will be needed to deliver 
results on reducing disaster impacts by 2030.

DRR strategies ‘define goals and objectives across 
different timescales and with concrete targets, indicators 
and time frames’ (United Nations, 2016). The next step 
for government agencies and their partners is to define 
their national goals, and the sectoral and local objectives 
that will contribute to achieving those goals. Given the 
anticipated difficulties in using loss data alone to assess 
progress over the next 13 years, measuring changes in 
disaster risk, and in particular vulnerability and exposure, 
will also be critical. Setting national standards for risk 
assessments (including agreed definitions, indicators of 
vulnerability and exposure, and procedures for collecting 
and recording data), and following these consistently, 
will be essential to tracking progress against the SFDRR.

Progress should be characterised in terms of ‘preventing 
the creation of disaster risk, the reduction of existing risk 
and the strengthening of economic, social, health and 
environmental resilience’ (UNISDR, 2015a). This means 
that countries will need to understand not only current 
patterns of exposure and vulnerability, but also determine 
where these are likely to increase in the future under a 

‘business as usual’ scenario. An analysis of the different 
components of risk and how they are created is also an 
important input into the strategic planning process.

DRR policies are essentially in need of a theory of 
change, and having to report on disaster losses provides 
a good incentive to develop one. A theory of change 
describes the logical sequence of an initiative from inputs 
to outcomes to goals. It is produced through a process of 
reflection and dialogue amongst stakeholders, through 
which ideas about change are discussed alongside 
underlying assumptions of how and why change might 
happen as an outcome of different initiatives (Vogel, 2012).

Once countries have agreed their national DRR goals, 
the next step is to work back from these to identify the 
risk management objectives that need to be reached to 
get there. These objectives should centre on preventing 
new risks, reducing existing risks and strengthening 
resilience (UNISDR, 2015c), which will require measuring 
and modelling changes in vulnerability and exposure to 
different hazards and capacities. Next, governments and 
their partners will need to identify the types of activities or 
interventions under each of the SFDRR priority areas that 
will lead to the objectives identified as preconditions for 
achieving the long-term goals.

Assumptions about how changes 
will happen
Through this approach, the precise link between activities 
and the achievement of the long-term goals can be better 
understood, leading to improved planning and evaluation. 
Developing a national DRR strategy is a priority for 
implementing Sendai and using a theory of change to guide 
planning should yield significant benefits, improving the 
chances of achieving national goals by 2030.

INTERVENTIONS

• Provide DRR services
• Actions to avoid risk (risk-informed 

planning)
• Regulate private sector activity 
• Promote collective action and 

private sector activity
• Coordinate multi-stakeholder activities

OBJECTIVES

• Reduction in exposure and 
vulnerability objectives 
(current and future)

• Increase in capacity objectives

GOALS

• Reduce disaster losses
• Improve access to and use of 

early warning systems and risk 
assessments

• Improve partnerships for DRR

Figure 8. Example of a theory of change for DRR policies
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Annex 1. Methodological clarifications

Definition of natural hazards

Source: Adjusted from EM-DAT (2017) General Classifications (www.emdat.be/classification); Kron et al. (2012).

The EM-DAT and NatCatSERVICE database also define biological and extraterrestrial hazards as part of natural 
hazards, but these two subgroups are not included in this paper due to lack of data availability of sum indicators and low 
occurrence in relation to other hazards respectively. 

Disaster Subgroup Definition Disaster Type

Geophysical A hazard originating from solid earth. This term is used interchangeably 
with the term geological hazard.

Earthquake

Mass movement

Volcanic activity

Meteorological A hazard cause by short-lived, micro- to meso-scale extreme weather and 
atmospheric conditions that last from minutes to days.

Extreme temperature

Fog

Storm

Hydrological A hazard caused by the occurrence, movement, and distribution of surface 
and subsurface freshwater and saltwater.

Flood

Landslide

Wave action

Climatological A hazard caused by long-lived, meso- to macro-scale atmospheric 
processes ranging from intra-seasonal to multi-decadal climate variability.

Drought

Glacial lake outburst

Wildfire
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Figures referred to
Average number of annual events per hazard, aggregated by country group 

Source: Munich Re (2017); World Bank (2017a); World Bank (2017b); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations 

Committee for Development Policy (2016).

Average losses from annual events per hazard (relative to GDP), aggregated by country group

Sources: Munich Re (2017); World Bank (2017a); World Bank (2017b); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations Committee 

for Development Policy (2016). Notes: Losses in USD adjusted to 2016 Consumer Price Index (CPI); GDP constant at 2010 USD values.
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Average affected population per 100,000 population, aggregated by country group 

Source: Guha-Sapir et al. (2017); World Bank (2017a); World Bank (2017b); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations 

Committee for Development Policy (2016).

Average fatalities per 100,000 population, aggregated by country group 

Source: Guha-Sapir et al. (2017); World Bank (2017a); World Bank (2017b); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations 

Committee for Development Policy (2016).
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Average injured population per 100,000, aggregated by country group 

Source: Guha-Sapir et al. (2017); World Bank (2017a); World Bank (2017b); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations 

Committee for Development Policy (2016).

Average homeless population per 100,000, aggregated by country group 

Source: Guha-Sapir et al. (2017); World Bank (2017a); World Bank (2017b); UN-OHRLLS (2017a); UN-OHRLLS (2017b); United Nations 

Committee for Development Policy (2016).
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