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through common “Flood Forecasting and Warning Systems” and “Disaster Reduction Hyperbase”. Web-based platforms for easy access to 
early warning are aiding the implementation and use by practitioners from local communities, research centres, 

government institutions and universities in a number of countries, for example, following Pakistan’s 

Water related disasters are on the increase

Much of the so called “natural disasters” are in fact human induced,  such as 
climate change and associated extreme weather events, or landslides following 
poor environmental and vegetation management.  Human-induced disasters 
such as forest degradation present a major threat to the survival of biodiversity 
and the human existence in a number of vulnerable ecosystems, for example, 
the already in-danger natural heritage of the Tropical Rainforest Heritage of 
Sumatra. South-East Asia has some of the highest rates of deforestation and it 
must reverse this to protect biodiversity and long-term livelihoods. Global 
networks are contributing to enhance the integrity of the natural world 
heritage sites with innovative and replicable climate change mitigation and 

restoration methodologies are now available for the lowland forests, tested in 
the Gunung Leuser Biosphere Reserve, a part of the Tropical Rainforest 
Heritage of Sumatra. 

Sound environmental management to prevent human-induced ‘natural’ disasters

Local and indigenous knowledge of societies with long histories of interaction with their natural 
surroundings can be an important asset in reducing risks and devising locally-appropriate 

sustainable development strategies.  For example, the 2005 earthquake in Nias Island 
demonstrated that the construction technique used for traditional houses was more 

shock-resistant than modern building technique.  In Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
Timor-Leste the resilience of coastal and small island communities to 
hydro-meteorological hazards and climate change impacts are being strengthened 
through better preparedness using local and indigenous knowledge and practices 
combined with science. Self-assessment tools for local and indigenous knowledge in 
disaster risk reduction, and educational and awareness-raising materials that 
incorporate local and indigenous knowledge, will further help transfer this experience 
to other communities.

Valorizing local and Indigenous knowledge

Natural disasters are increasingly threatening our common 
heritage. For example, in 2010 the Borobudur temple was 
covered with up to 45mm of corrosive ash that erupted from 
Indonesia’s most active volcano, Mt. Merapi. The Prambanan 
temple, another UNESCO World Heritage Site, was severely damaged 

the temple’s structure. Such events are stark reminders of the vulnerability of our 
world’s cultural heritage sites. Rapid response in coordination with the Governments of 
Indonesia and other countries during post-disaster situations have helped protect cultural 
heritage sites of these countries as well as ensuring their long-term conservation.

Safeguarding our common heritage 
- World Cultural Heritage at risk 

Capacity building and awareness raising through schools can help local communities prepare, 
respond to, and recover from natural disasters. Good results were obtained with a UNESCO 

School-Based Disaster Preparedness Model tested in 

innovative model assists schools in reinforcing 

knowledge, attitude and behaviour, school 
policy, emergency planning, school early 
warning systems, and school’s resource 
mobilization capability. Based on the success of 
these pilot projects, structural and 
non-structural aspects of community 
preparedness are being incorporated in new 
programmes.

Knowing what to do when disaster strikes - School and 
community preparedness

UNESCO plays a major role in the global coordination and monitoring of the Tsunami Early 
Warning System in both technical development (upstream) as well as in community 
preparedness for tsunami hazard (downstream). UNESCO also established Tsunami 
Information Centres that serve as 
information resource that share and 
distribute educational, awareness and 
preparedness materials/publication. In 
addition, in cooperation with national 
partners, strengthen local capacities in 
preparedness, tsunami exercise and 
tsunami emergency response. The 
Jakarta Tsunami Information Centre, 
established in 2007, will expand its role 
to serve the wider region as the Indian 
Ocean Tsunami Information Centre 
(IOTIC). 

Saving lives by effective tsunami early warning and tsunami 
information services 

Prevention and 
Preparedness come 
first: 
Operating at the interface 
between education, natural 
science, social sciences, culture 
and communication, UNESCO has 
a vital role to play in constructing 
a global culture of disaster 
preparedness and mitigation. The 
Organization is closely involved 
in the conceptual shift in thinking 
from post-disaster reaction to 
pre-disaster action.

General Objective: 
To build safer and resilient 
communities in Asia and the 

awareness, preparedness, and 
mitigation to manage hazards 
and vulnerabilities towards 
natural disasters and climate 
change.
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inter-governmental agencies; 
universities and research 
institutions; CSOs; communities 
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BACKGROUND
Communities in Asia and the Paci�c region are several times more prone to disaster risks 
than any other region in the world, for example four times more than those in Africa and 
25 times more than Europe or North America. This is due to unique climate and geological 
conditions, inadequate infrastructure, lack of preparedness and high population density.  
Operating at the interface between educations, natural sciences, social sciences, culture 
and communication, UNESCO established multi-sectoral competencies and networks, 
especially in areas of early warning systems, education, disaster awareness, and prepared-
ness. Other areas of intervention include the transition to “building back better” and the 
mitigation of future damages and loss of life from recurrent and cyclical natural disasters. 
The key messages below are presented from UNESCO’s perspective and mandate in 
mobilizing education, science and culture for improved disaster risk reduction.
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