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Foreword

This first edition of the United Nations Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction is not only 
a comprehensive review and analysis of the natural hazards menacing humanity. It also provides new 
and arresting evidence on how, where and why disaster risk is increasing globally. That risk is highly 
concentrated in middle- and low-income countries, and is felt most acutely by people living in poor 
rural areas and slums. But of course, wealthier countries are not immune, as bush fires in Australia 
reminded us so tragically at the start of this year. The risk of disaster touches every woman, man and 
child on Earth.

Drawing on detailed studies, this Global Assessment urges a radical shift in development practices, 
and a major new emphasis on resilience and disaster planning. Floods, droughts, storms, earthquakes, 
fires and other events, when combined with ‘risk drivers’ such as increasing urbanization, poor urban 
governance, vulnerable rural livelihoods and the decline of ecosystems, can lead to massive human 
misery and crippling economic losses. The risks posed by global climate change and rising sea levels 
carry additional grave implications for how we will live in the near future.

While we cannot prevent natural phenomena such as earthquakes and cyclones, we can limit 
their impacts. The scale of any disaster is linked closely to past decisions taken by citizens and 
governments – or the absence of such decisions. Pre-emptive risk reduction is the key. Sound response 
mechanisms after the event, however effective, are never enough.

The current rate of progress is inadequate if we are to achieve, by 2015, the substantial reduction 
of disaster losses called for in The Hyogo Framework for Action and in the Millennium Development 
Goals. Fortunately, we know what to do. This Report sets out a range of much-needed action and 
provides compelling evidence that investing in disaster risk reduction is a cost-effective means to 
protect development, reduce poverty and adapt to climate change. I commend this important and 
impressive collaborative effort by the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction system to 
policymakers and all others involved in the essential quest to build a safer world.

Ban Ki-moon
Secretary-General of the United Nations
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Development efforts are increasingly at risk. 
A faltering global economy, food and energy 
insecurity, conflict, global climate change, 
declining ecosystems, extreme poverty and the 
threat of pandemics are amongst the factors 
challenging progress towards improving 
social welfare and economic stability in many 
developing countries. As a series of catastrophes 
in 2008 yet again reminded us, disaster risks 
associated with hazards such as tropical cyclones, 
floods, earthquakes, droughts and other natural 
hazards form a critical part of this interlocking 
constellation of threats and constitute a critical 
challenge to development. 

The 2009 Global Assessment Report on 
Disaster Risk Reduction focuses attention on this 
challenge. The Report identifies disaster risk, 
analyses its causes and effects, shows that these 
causes can be addressed and recommends means 
to do so. The central message of the Report is 
that reducing disaster risk can provide a vehicle 
to reduce poverty, safeguard development and 
adapt to climate change, with beneficial effects on 
broader global stability and sustainability. 

The 2009 Global Assessment Report on 
Disaster Risk Reduction is the first biennial global 
assessment of disaster risk reduction prepared 
in the context of the International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction (ISDR). The ISDR, launched 
in 2000, provides a framework to coordinate 
actions to address disaster risks at the local, 
national, regional and international levels. The 
Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), endorsed 
by UN member states at the World Conference 
on Disaster Reduction, Kobe, Japan, in 2005, 
commits all countries to make major efforts to 
reduce their disaster risk by 2015. It is expected 
that this Report will help focus international 
attention on the problem of disaster risk and to 
consolidate political and economic support and 
commitment to disaster risk reduction. 

The focus of this Report is the nexus 
between disaster risk and poverty, in a context 
of global climate change. Both mortality and 
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economic loss risk are heavily concentrated 
in developing countries and within these 
countries they disproportionately affect the 
poor. Disaster impacts have persistent, long-
term negative impacts on poverty and human 
development that undermine the achievement of 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
The Report identifies underlying risk drivers 
such as vulnerable rural livelihoods, poor urban 
governance and declining ecosystems that shape 
the relationship between disaster risk and poverty. 
It also shows how climate change will magnify 
the uneven social and territorial distribution of 
risk, increasing the risks faced by the poor and 
further amplifying poverty. 

The Report argues the need for an urgent 
paradigm shift in disaster risk reduction. 
Current progress in implementing the HFA is 
failing to address these underlying risk drivers 
and the translation of disaster impacts into 
poverty outcomes. Efforts to reduce disaster risk, 
reduce poverty and adapt to climate change are 
poorly coordinated. At the same time, however, 
innovative approaches and tools, in areas such 
as urban governance, ecosystem management, 
sustainable rural livelihoods, risk transfer and 
local and community-based approaches, exist and 
are being applied creatively at the local level and 
in different sectors throughout the developing 
world. The challenge identified by the Report 
is to link and focus the policy and governance 
frameworks for disaster risk reduction, poverty 
reduction and climate change adaptation in a way 
that can bring these local and sectoral approaches 
into the mainstream. This will not only facilitate 
the achievement of the HFA: it will contribute 
towards poverty reduction and the achievement 
of the MDGs. Importantly, it also provides a 
vehicle to enable countries to adapt to global 
climate change. 

The 2009 Global Assessment Report on 
Disaster Risk Reduction is a collaborative effort of 
the ISDR system. The Report has been prepared 
and coordinated by UNISDR in partnership with 
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the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), the World Bank, United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP), World 
Meteorlogical Organization (WMO), United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), the ProVention 
Consortium, regional intergovernmental and 
technical institutions, national governments, civil 
society networks, academic institutions and many 
other ISDR system partners. A number of parallel 
activity streams, undertaken over an 18-month 
period, have contributed to the Report:

A global disaster risk analysis was carried ��

out involving a major global effort by a 
large number of scientific and technical 
institutions. Major methodological 
innovations have enabled a more accurate 
characterization of global mortality and 
economic loss risk for natural hazards such as 
floods, tropical cyclones and landslides, the 
identification of key risk drivers and trends 
and an initial characterization of economic 
resilience. Each of the hazard updates was 
reviewed by a panel of international scientists. 
An analysis of disaster risk at the local level ��

was similarly based on a major coordinated 
effort by a large number of institutions to 
compile, update and validate data from 
national disaster databases in 12 countries. 
This analysis sheds light on the emergence 
of patterns and trends of extensive disaster 
risk, affecting wide areas and manifested as 
frequent, but relatively low-intensity, losses. In 
addition, empirical research was conducted to 
examine disaster risk–poverty interactions at 
the local- and household levels. 
Specialized international research institutes ��

were commissioned to produce a series of issue 
papers that provided the basis for an analysis 
of the underlying risk drivers that configure 
the disaster risk–poverty nexus in both rural 
and urban contexts. 
A review of progress towards the achievement ��

of the HFA was completed by 62 countries (as 
of February 2009), against 22 core indicators 
and 5 benchmarks, using an on-line ‘HFA 
Monitor’ tool. Thematic practice reviews were 
also produced for the Report on early warning 

systems, financial mechanisms, local- and 
community-level approaches, urban disaster 
risk reduction, environmental management, 
disaster risk reduction governance, climate 
change adaptation and sustainable livelihoods. 
Other partners contributed case studies and 
practice reviews across a wide range of disaster 
risk reduction practice areas. The review 
process not only highlighted the progress 
being made against the HFA but also a range 
of innovative approaches and practices that 
address the underlying risk drivers. 

The Report has been drafted to inform 
the Second Session of the Global Platform for 
Disaster Risk Reduction to be held in Geneva on 
16–19 June, 2009. As such its principal audience 
is national-level policy makers in disaster prone 
countries as well as the regional and international 
organizations that support such countries. 

While the Report addresses the relationship 
between disaster risk and poverty in a context 
of climate change, its central focus is on disaster 
risk reduction. It has not been possible, nor was 
it intended, to provide a comprehensive review 
of policies, research and practice in poverty 
reduction and climate change adaptation. 
Nevertheless, disaster risk reduction is a key 
paradigm through which both poverty reduction 
and climate change adaptation can be addressed. 
One of the key messages of the Report is that by 
addressing the underlying drivers of disaster risk 
it is possible to reduce poverty and to adapt to 
climate change. 

The Report builds on conceptual 
frameworks and terminology developed over the 
years by the disaster risk reduction community. 
This is an important point given that both 
the poverty reduction and climate change 
communities assign different meanings to  
terms such as hazard, vulnerability, risk and 
mitigation. Unless otherwise stated, the termin
ology used in this report is that contained in a 
glossary recently published by UNISDR 1. The 
Report is presented in three different formats for 
different audiences: 

A short Summary and Recommendations 
document provides an overview of the key 
findings and recommendations of the Report for 
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national governments, regional and international 
organizations as well as for policy makers from 
civil society and the private sector. 

The main body of the Report is structured 
around seven chapters and provides technical 
information for disaster risk reduction policy 
makers, practitioners and researchers:

Chapter 1: �� The global challenge: disaster risk, 
poverty and climate change provides an overview 
of the key policy issues addressed in the Report.
Chapter 2: �� Global disaster risk: patterns, trends 
and drivers presents the findings of the global 
risk analysis. 
Chapter 3: �� Deconstructing disaster: risk patterns 
and poverty trends at the local level presents an 
analysis of national level disaster and poverty 
data. 
Chapter 4: �� The heart of the matter: the 
underlying risk drivers analyses the role of 
vulnerable rural livelihoods, poor urban 
governance, declining ecosystems and global 
climate change in configuring disaster risk. 
Chapter 5: �� Review of progress in the 
implementation of the Hyogo Framework for 
Action presents an overview and analysis of 
the progress reports prepared by countries, a 
desk review of the integration of disaster risk 
reduction into poverty reduction strategies 
and climate change adaptation policy, and  
a review of progress in thematic areas such  
as early warning. 
Chapter 6: �� Addressing the underlying risk 
drivers identifies and examines best practice for 
addressing the disaster risk–poverty nexus in 
areas such as good urban and local governance, 
strengthening rural livelihoods, ecosystem 
management, innovative financial mechanisms 
and local- and community-level disaster risk 
reduction. 
Chapter 7: �� Investing today for a safer tomorrow 
presents the conclusions and recommendations 
of the Report. 

A series of Appendices, as well as 
background papers commissioned for the Report, 
are available in the accompanying CD-Rom and 
also online at PreventionWeb 2. These are made 
available for specialists who wish to have a more 
in-depth exploration of the issues addressed in 

the Report. The quantitative data used to produce 
the Report are also available as an online Global 
Risk Data Platform at PreventionWeb, allowing 
researchers to perform their own analysis. It is 
expected that this will encourage innovative new 
research that in turn will feed back into future 
iterations of the ISDR Global Assessment Report 
on Disaster Risk Reduction. 

While a considerable body of evidence has 
been produced to support the recommendations 
of the Report, it is also necessary to highlight 
areas that have not been addressed. Constraints 
in data and methodology have not allowed 
the modelling of drought risk or an adequate 
characterization of losses in the agricultural sector 
and rural areas. Qualitative evidence from case 
studies and the results of empirical microstudies 
of disaster risk–poverty interactions provide 
insights into the impacts of drought on rural 
livelihoods. However, drought risk is a major 
gap in the report, in particular for regions such 
as sub-Saharan Africa where it is associated with 
major disaster impacts and poverty outcomes. 

Data constraints also limit the global 
relevance and representativeness of the disaster 
risk and poverty analysis at the local level. 
Progress in compiling national disaster loss data 
has been largely limited to Asia, Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Similarly, poverty panel data 
that include modules on natural hazards and with 
a local-level resolution are not widely available in 
most countries. As such the empirical evidence 
linking disaster risk to poverty is limited to 
microstudies from particular countries. While 
this evidence in itself is compelling, with existing 
data it is not possible to generate comparable 
findings across countries and regions.

The HFA progress review is based on 
information provided by national governments, 
normally from the organization or focal point 
responsible for disaster risk reduction. It was not 
possible in this exercise to systematically review 
progress being made by regional or international 
organizations or by other national stakeholders 
such as the private sector or civil society. The 
findings, therefore, do not necessarily reflect a 
complete picture of the progress being made in 
each HFA Priority Area. 
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Finally, the focus of this Report is on the 
disaster risk and poverty nexus in a context of 
global climate change. It does not address in-
depth issues of disaster risk in other development 
sectors such as health, education, transport and 
energy. 

It is hoped that the publication of this 
Report will stimulate improved data collection 
and research which can enable these gaps to be 

addressed in future iterations of the ISDR Global 
Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction.

Endnotes
1	  UNISDR, 2009

2	  www.preventionweb.net/gar09
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