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Disaster Management in the BVI – The Journey Continues

Introduction

The extreme vulnerability of Small Island Developing States (SIDS) to disaster events is well known. In fact, small size of many island nations makes retreat from the elements impossible. A single event can impact an entire country, rendering large portions uninhabitable, completely devastating narrowly based economies. Given the precarious nature of their existence, vulnerability reduction and disaster management issues should occupy a prominent role in all island development agendas. Island governments, however, have responded with varying levels of investment and for the most part many island populations remain vulnerable to unnecessarily severe disruption of livelihoods in the event of a natural disaster. 

Caribbean SIDS populations are exposed to a wide range of natural and technological hazards - hurricanes, earthquakes, floods, droughts, oil and chemical spills, explosions, wars and rumours of wars. The 1997 World Disasters Report notes that “Caribbean hazards are worsened by the limited capacity of each island alone, small pools of trained personnel, sometimes poor communications and their narrowly-based economies.” But even in a climate of limited human and financial resources, there are strategies that governments can employ to successfully reduce damage from disasters, including natural disasters, and one such success story is the British Virgin Islands.

Background and History

Twenty years ago, the BVI Government began assigning a small budget of $3000 to disaster preparedness for the purchase of emergency supplies. By 1987 this amount had grown to $15,000 and included purchase of telecommunications equipment and public education programmes. Until 1990, the BVI was like many island countries where disaster preparedness is a part-time job; just one task among the many assigned to an already busy public official in the Deputy Governor's Office. But in 1990, while still recovering from the devastation of 1989 Hurricane Hugo, BVI Government took the first major step towards securing a less vulnerable future. They appointed a full-time disaster preparedness co-ordinator and a disaster preparedness officer. The second major step came in 1993 with establishment of a national disaster management agency, the Office of Disaster Preparedness.

ODP, renamed Department of Disaster Management (DDM) in 2002, was installed in a two-storey concrete building behind the Governor's official residence on a small rise over-looking the capital. In times of crisis it serves as headquarters for the national emergency operating centre (NEOC). The BVI Government continued to invest and over the years the agency grew slowly but steadily. Staff increased from four to ten persons (5 officers + 5 ancillary), whereas budget increased from $60,000 in 1993 to $500,800 (half a million $US) in 2002. Thus, for the past 13 years, while many other SIDS continued to address disaster management issues on an ad-hoc or need-driven basis, the BVI has funded a small cadre of trained professionals dedicated to addressing these issues. 

Disaster Management Structure

[image: image2.jpg]The Department of Disaster Management falls under the Deputy Governor's Office. It is headed by a National Disaster Coordinator who reports to the Deputy Governor, chairman of the National Disaster Management Council. NDMC is an umbrella policy group of government, private and NGO entities involved in disaster response who set policy and make recommendations to government on disaster preparedness. DDM submits reports and national disaster plans through NDMC to the Executive Council, the BVI's cabinet equivalent. Their approval symbolizes endorsement for disaster management plans from the highest level of government.

What they have accomplished

Public Awareness

For more than a decade, DDM has utilized all forms of available media to conduct public education campaigns about hazards facing the BVI and the appropriate response actions. Through workshops and speaking engagements, press releases, radio interviews, television programmes, newspaper articles and advertisements, publishing newsletters, brochures, manuals, handbooks, and lately a website. Campaigns have been conducted for hurricane preparedness, earthquake safety, flood awareness, and drought awareness. The International Day for Disaster Reduction is also observed. Surveys conducted by DDM have shown that they have succeeded in sensitizing the BVI public and raising the level of hazard awareness. Improvements needed in the community disaster management program were also identified, particularly regarding appropriate actions to be taken during disaster events. On the whole, however, a decade of disaster messages and the experience of actual natural disasters has improved the level of understanding such that more sophisticated messages, like the need for mitigation measures, may now be accepted.

Co-ordination and Disaster Planning

The Director of Disaster Management, formerly the National Disaster Coordinator, does just that - coordinate! DDM's role has been to build emergency response capability in the BVI by helping other agencies understand, plan, and prepare to execute their role in disaster situations. Pre-, during, and post- disaster functions/responsibilities for all disaster response agencies in BVI have been compiled in the National Disaster Plan 1997. During an event, core emergency response personnel report to the NEOC at DDM headquarters establishing a central command post. Before and after events, DDM’s work continues to ensure that agencies practise and evaluate their plans, identify weaknesses and improve upon them. 

Subcommittees of the NEAC have developed a wide range of contingency plans for mass casualty, welfare & food distribution, public information, hazardous materials, tourist board crisis communications, financial services crisis communications, and oil spills to name a few. Some of these remain in draft form, but developing these plans has proved valuable for highlighting weaknesses and needs in BVI’s disaster management capability. For example, the problem of significant weakness in Health Service sector plans has recently been addressed by appointment of a health disaster coordinator whose task will be to do for the health service what DDM does for the government as a whole.

The level of disaster preparedness in the BVI public sector has greatly improved, particularly among the agencies directly involved with hazard response but many challenges remain. Emphasis has been on preparedness, and recovery actions have not been equally thought out and practiced. Overall legal and administrative capability remains low and there are fears that disaster management capability may decline due to complacency, during periods when disasters are not experienced. 

National Disaster Relief Fund 

In the event of a major disaster event, assistance and aid is expected from the sovereign nation, the United Kingdom. The issue of local capacity to support recovery from disasters has not been totally ignored, however. In 1997, the BVI Government established a National Disaster Relief Fund with an initial deposit of $1 million to provide their own immediate source of aid in the aftermath of a disaster. Presently, the fund stands at some $5.5 million, and is the only one existing among Caribbean island nations at this time.

Telecommunications

Since its inception, DDM has employed a full-time telecommunications officer. The emergency telecommunications system has been in development since the 1960s and presently consists of over 60 VHF radios, base stations, and hand-helds all over territory. This VHF network maintained regularly and tested daily. The system is augmented by telephone, facsimile services, signal side-band radios, weather station websites, amateur radios (hams), citizen band radios (CB), and a satellite phone donated by a former Governor. A National Emergency Broadcast System which would allow the NEOC “to over-ride the transmissions being made on local radio stations when there is a need to impart critical information" is under development. DDM has secured a 1000 MW transmitter towards this end. BVI also participates in regional telecommunications exercises with both the US and Commonwealth Caribbean.


Emergency Shelter Network and Community Preparedness

One of DDM’s most extensive activities during its first decade was the shelter management programme geared towards improving the safety, accessibility and staffing of emergency shelters. In 1992 a national shelter management committee was established to guide policy and projects. They have since developed a shelter policy, and a manual for shelter operation which have been reviewed several times. Projects and activities have included, shelter assessment, categorization, mapping, marking, outfitting and retrofitting (structural repairs, first aid equipment, emergency generator, sanitary facilities, etc). A shelter supply program to procure and maintain lighting, tools, cooking utensils, sleeping equipment, and other miscellaneous items began in 1994. Excess relief supplies, which may be needed in emergency events, are also purchased and stockpiled in a warehouse. The most recent Assessment of Emergency Shelters in 2002 found most of them “generally well maintained and in good condition.”

Beginning in 1994 community emergency organizations and other members of the public were trained by the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) in shelter management. By 1996 BVI had trained 100 volunteer shelter managers, six reaching the level of instructor, two becoming regional instructors. New shelter managers are trained annually to compensate for emigration patterns and changing priorities of volunteers. A 1997 review of community emergency organizations led to the establishment of ten zonal committees tasked with shelter operation during emergency situations. Many of these still do not function reliably, thus, ensuring territory-wide shelter capability continues to be an ongoing challenge for the BVI. 

1999 saw introduction of Supply Management training for tracking relief supplies review by PAHO. This led to review of the national shelter management committee and resulted in development of a national welfare and relief distribution plan and expansion of DDM’s work programme to include a wider range of community preparedness activities. The Plan provided procedures for persons to follow from the point of evacuating their homes and occupying shelters, to receiving benefits in the post impact phase. DDM’s work programme now focusses on providing community emergency medical response training which will aid in minimizing loss of life and property in the event of an emergency/ disaster by teaching individuals the proper first response techniques needed for the non-medical community.

Reduced Hurricane Damages

Hugo, the 1989 category 4 storm that ended a 30-year calm left 100 homeless, 80 yachts, 900 houses and businesses damaged (estimated $40 million in damages), is often referred to as the BVI’s ‘catalyst for change.’ The BVI has been affected by 7 hurricanes since then, three of them category 4 on the Saffir-Simpson scale. Six years later, during September 6th, and 15th 1995, Luis (Category 4) and Marilyn (Category 3) affected the territory within weeks of each other causing a combined $8 million in damages. Georges in 1998 resulted in an estimated $12 million and Lenny in 1999 an estimated 5.1 million. A thorough post assessment report for Lenny estimated Lenny’s true economic effect to have been $24 million loss when lowered productivity, lost wages and sales were accounted for. Even so, none of these events have come close to matching the losses incurred on account of Hugo. The message of preparedness, education about necessary actions, and effective communication, has been accompanied by a reduction in damage from these events.

Integrated Disaster Management and Development Planning

The BVI disaster management programme has always attempted to address the full range of hazards threatening the territory. A Hazard and Risk Assessment Project (HRAP) was completed in 1997, systematically characterising the types, magnitude, geographical distribution, frequency of occurrence, and likely impacts of both the natural and technological hazards to which the BVI is exposed. The project identified hurricane winds and earthquake tremors, as the two hazards which pose the greatest threat to the BVI. Several thousand GIS datasets were created and compiled into ‘hazard maps’ (e.g. showing liquefaction risk zones, flood prone areas, etc.) providing BVI with a critically important planning tool for use in future development of its landscape. 

Major recommendations of HRAP were to strengthen the physical planning process and include hazard mitigation in this process. Mitigation measures seek to reduce the potential impacts of specific hazards. They include establishing guidelines for wind-resistant roof design, proper hurricane shutter construction, and appropriate location/design of structures in storm surge/liquefaction prone areas.  HRAP emphasized however that "the most effective approach to hazard mitigation requires a systematic, sustained program for long term results."

Building on the results of HRAP, and an assessment identifying weaknesses in public sector hazard management capability, BVI has developed a Mitigation and Development Planning Framework (MDPF).  This ten (10) year framework will form the basis of DDM’s work programme over the next decade, the guiding goals being to reduce the vulnerability of the BVI to hazards and to enhance the culture of disaster mitigation in the BVI. The framework seeks to implement a wide range of policy and administrative measures, structural mitigation measures, emergency services measures and public information measures to achieve its goals.

The Mitigation and Development Planning Framework draws from, complements, and reinforces many other initiatives taking place within the BVI Government, especially the National Integrated Development Strategy – akin to a national sustainability plan for the BVI, the most important planning document to date. NIDS recognizes the importance of integrating disaster management and development planning noting that the BVIs vulnerability is multi-dimensional and typical of small island states, it states that "reducing our vulnerability, therefore, requires actions to mitigate the negative impact of these circumstances on our development, including disaster preparedness and recovery systems"

Disaster Legislation

Another milestone in the making is the Disaster Preparedness and Response Act presently in draft form, which awaits approval by the legislature. The Act was adopted from draft legislation published by UWI. It will be a key tool to bring together disaster and development planning once enacted the legislation will mandate the DDM to bring its expertise to bear to ensure that disaster prevention, mitigation and preparedness policies are given due weight when considering development proposals and plans. 

Institutionalizing Disaster Management – Building Local Capacity

DDM has sought to facilitate practical experience for response agencies where possible staging field and desktop simulation exercises for mass casualty events, airplane crashes and large oil spills in order to afford key personnel an opportunity to put plans into action. They have also facilitated training opportunities, both at home and abroad for other government agencies like Fire & Rescue Service, Police, Conservation & Fisheries Department on topics such as search and rescue operations, hazardous material response, and Incident Command System to name a few. 

Nonetheless, for disaster management in the BVI to go forward, particularly to achieve the long-term goals of the Mitigation and Development Planning Framework, the BVI must strengthen disaster awareness and management capability across all sectors of government, the private sector, and the NGO community. Seeking to institutionalize disaster management, and build higher level local capacity beyond DDM, the Government has funded a Certificate Course in Disaster Management at the local community college Seventeen participants from various agencies, e.g. fire, police, environmental health, Red Cross, will be graduating in May. Within a few years, DDM expects that the HL Stoutt Community College will be able to provide a 2-year Associates Degree programme in Disaster Management and these persons will be able to complete a Bachelor’s overseas, thereby increasing the pool of qualified persons for the BVI and Caribbean region.

The Journey Continues

Perhaps the BVI’s national motto ‘Vigilate’ or ‘Be watchful’ has in some small measure contributed to the resounding success of its disaster management program; a program which, twenty years after its inception, has come to be recognized as a model for small -island states in the Caribbean region and around the world. Since 1983, disaster management in the BVI has grown from a part-time task for one individual in the Deputy Governor’s Office to a full-time occupation for ten professional and support staff, and budgetary allocation increased more than 100-fold from a mere $3,000 to over $500,000. More than $5.5 million has been set aside in national a disaster relief fund. Along the way, the agency which has become the present-day Department of Disaster Management (DDM) has succeeded in placing risk management and vulnerability reduction on the national development agenda, securing endorsement for disaster management policies from the highest levels of government, improving emergency shelter and telecommunications systems, and raising the level of public awareness on disaster issues. These activities have been accompanied by reduced damage from hurricanes. 

BVI seeks to deepen the 'culture of disaster awareness' and improve capacity to address all aspects of the disaster cycle – mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. Passing disaster management legislation, implementing the mitigation framework, and providing access to tertiary level disaster management education for local government officials are all critical tools. In fact, building local disaster management capacity benefits not only the BVI, but improves the pool of talent for the region a whole. If the programme develops as hoped, it will be one of their most meaningful contributions to vulnerability reduction in the region. Regardless of what the future holds, the BVI Government is justifiably proud of areas where significant progress has been realized, and continues its journey towards fulfilling a vision of truly comprehensive disaster management capability in the Territory.  

About the BVI
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Virgin Islands Disaster Management Act, 2002 - DRAFT
DDM has a comprehensive communications and information technology suite in excellent accommodation in the NEOC. - Study of Disaster Management Capability in UK overseas Territories.





The Department of Disaster Management is run by a Director of Disaster Management who reports to the National Disaster Management Council through its chairman, the Deputy Governor. 
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Department Disaster Management/NEOC





National Disaster Management Council





Location	18.3o N 64.5o W


	140 miles NW St. Kitts


Political Status	United Kingdom Overseas Territory


Head of State 	Queen Elizabeth II, represented by a Governor


Head of Govt	Chief Minister


Population	21,000 (2002 est.)


Size		153 km2, 4 main islands -


largest Tortola 53 km2 


GDP (2002)	$780M


Currency	$US


Economy	Tourism, Financial Services








“You need to ensure that your population is educated to a certain level to allow for a better understanding and appreciation of the other critical areas of disaster management," 





Sharleen Dabreo, Director DDM





“The inter-island radio network failed completely and no contact could be made with any of the outlying stations before, during, or after the hurricane. The most important lesson learned was to have effective communications with other islands. Soon after Hurricane Donna (1960), an adequate communications unit was set up to ensure that this mistake would not happen again”  - Comparative Analysis: Major Hurricanes of the BVI during the 20th Century. 





"It was not until 1989 when Hurricane Hugo impacted a significant percentage of the territory's population and economic resources, that the Territory became aware of the need for the formation of a National Disaster Organization, including the establishment of a fulltime Disaster Management Agency”- Disaster Digest 2000





Deputy Governor





“Although the Department of Disaster Management is the lead agency for the national coordination of disaster management activities, it is not an implementation agency.”


- Mitigation & Development Planning Framework
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