Opening Statement by Mr. Bakhodir Burkhanov, 

Resident Coordinator a.i, UN System, Bhutan

at the International Day for Disaster Reduction

Thimphu, 8 October 2008 

Hon’ble Lyonpo, Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs,

Hon’ble Lyonpo, National Environment Commission,

Dashos and representatives from partner agencies,
Principals, Vice-Principals, teachers and students,

Ladies and gentlemen:
I am very happy to be here this morning to participate in this important event, the International Day for Disaster Reduction, which Bhutan is commemorating for the first time.
This year’s Disaster Reduction Day falls on the third anniversary of the South Asian Earthquake that ravaged a whole region of Pakistan and parts of India. Similarly devastating disasters this year have highlighted that more needs to be done worldwide to safeguard lives and vital livelihoods.

The theme that Bhutan has chosen for the Day – “Education and Awareness for a Safer Community” – augers well with current efforts at the national level. Bhutan has been consciously working towards devising an appropriate national disaster risk management framework to secure and safeguard, first and foremost, its people, as well as national assets against all hazards including earthquakes.
In August this year, the training workshop and mock drills organized by the Disaster Management Department with support from the Ministry of Education provided the much-needed awareness on disaster risk reduction among teaching and non-teaching staff and the students, among others. There were important lessons learnt from this exercise that can now be incorporated into the school disaster management plans and the guidelines that will follow. 
More recently, in September, the Disaster Management Department and the United Nations organized a Table Top Simulation exercise on emergency response preparedness. Having participated in the exercise personally, I was pleased to note that it had been highly instrumental in identifying critical elements of a comprehensive national response strategy. As part of the ongoing Government-led effort in the next few months, this strategy will outline specific roles and responsibilities of different actors involved during a disaster situation.
As we were frequently reminded during the simulation exercise, there is still more to be done in helping rural communities to prepare and cope with natural disasters. On this International Day for Disaster Reduction, let us be cognizant of these needs and work together towards reducing the number and impact of disasters by building sustainable communities that have the long-term capacity to live with risk.

Distinguished guests:

Nearly four years ago, Governments including Bhutan adopted the Hyogo Framework for Action, which aims to reduce our collective vulnerability to natural hazards. In the words of the UN Secretary-General, we must accelerate national and international efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals and ”incorporate disaster risk reduction needs as a key plank of the development agenda”.
Disaster risk management is one of the five priority areas of UN system support to the Royal Government between 2008-2012. As partners to Bhutan’s development, let me reiterate UN’s commitment to help Bhutan prevent and mitigate natural disasters through sustainable capacity building and sector-specific work.
Last but not least, I would like to congratulate all students here for participating in the exhibition today. I believe this is another important step towards making the Bhutanese society more prepared and resilient to disasters. I am confident that as future leaders of this country, you will carry forward the message of creating safer communities to your families, friends and neighbors.
Thank you and Tashi Delek.
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