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Edward, 
 
Thank you for taking the time to discuss Disaster Risk Management (DRM) with me. 
There is a lot of change happening in this field, and I know you are an active thought 
leader in this sphere of activity. 
 
You are The Trust Fund Manager for the United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), which is the regional development 
arm of the United Nations for the Asia-Pacific region. What are some of ESCAP’s 
priorities for the region in the coming years? 
 
Edward: I’ll give you some background to ESCAP to help to answer this question.  
 
I have been with the UN ESCAP for about two years. ESCAP isn’t perhaps quite as 
well-known as some of its sister UN bodies, but it has a very important role to 
promote and coordinate regional cooperation in the Asia and Pacific region. It serves 
as a common voice for a wide range of development issues including trade, 
transport, the environment, energy, social development, connectivity and disaster risk 
reduction. 
ESCAP priorities are set by member states – currently there are 53 of them.  
 
The main focus of ESCAP at the moment is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. There has been a lot of activity to support countries reach the 17 
targets. A lot needs to be done to remain on track, and a lot of support is required. 
Our member States have adopted a regional roadmap for the implementation of the 
2030 Agenda, which defines the priority thematic areas as: 

- Social development (‘leaving no one behind’) 
- Disaster risk reduction (DRR) and resilience 
- Climate change 
- Natural resource management 
- Connectivity 
- Energy  

 
We have substantive divisions that are working on all these areas of focus. Their 
work includes research and analysis for decision-making, and also to assist with 
capacity development and, when relevant, to help define norms and standards. 
 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/garethbyatt/
http://www.riskinsightconsulting.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/edward-turvill-76535a15/
http://www.unescap.org/
http://www.unescap.org/
http://www.unescap.org/
http://www.unescap.org/
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One of the key collaborative functions is that we provide a platform and a voice for 
getting member States together. Every year, for example, our member countries 
meet to consider the priorities and agree and cooperate on. 
 
With regard specifically to DRM, ESCAP releases a biennial analytical report, the 
Asia-Pacific Disaster Report. This is our flagship report. Much of the information we 
pull together is available on ESCAP’s website. It includes information about the 
different programmes such as the regional space applications programme for DRR 
and sustainable development, and the regional drought mechanism to enhance 
capacity of affected countries utilise integrated space and in-season ground data and 
information for drought monitoring and early warning. This includes the access and 
use of satellite images to assist with mapping and imagery for our member countries. 
Every year, roughly 400 satellite images are made available to disaster-affected 
countries, free of charge.  
 
Plus, we have a Trust Fund for tsunami, disaster and climate preparedness.  
 
There is a lot of demand for our services, which we appreciate. One of our 
challenges is to meet the demand.  
 
ESCAP works closely on disaster risk management with other UN bodies as well, 
such as the UNDP, UNISDR and other organisations.  
 
 
Gareth: There is clearly a lot of positive work happening – which is great to see. I 
watched the video you posted recently onto LinkedIn, about ESCAP’s Trust Fund. It 
describes how the human cost of disasters that have occurred in APAC has been 
huge, something like half of all deaths worldwide caused by disasters according to 
the video (over 2 million disaster-related deaths in the region since 1970). What are 
some of the key risks that the Fund faces today and how are these risks being 
tackled? 
 
Edward: It’s worth remembering that the ESCAP Trust Fund was set up in 2006 after 
the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, with the generous contribution from the Royal Thai 
Government – they were the first country to contribute to it, followed by a number of 
other donors from the region and beyond, including Sweden, Germany, Japan, India, 
but also Bangladesh, Nepal, the Philippines and Turkey. We are now reaching out to 
the private sector. 
 
The tragic event of 2005 showed the weaknesses in the early warning system and 
the lack of preparedness in the Asia-Pacific region to major threats. Since the Trust 
Fund was established, progress has been made in early warning regional 
cooperation. Under the IOC (Intergovernmental Oceanic Committee) of UNESCO, an 
Indian Ocean Tsunami Early Warning and Mitigation System was established and is 
fully operational since 2011.  A whole network is in place to detect tsunamis, estimate 
their magnitude, and ensure effective communications to exposed countries down to 
the community level. 
 
 
 

http://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-pacific-disaster-report-2017-leave-no-one-behind
http://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-pacific-disaster-report-2017-leave-no-one-behind
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/showcasing-escaps-trust-fund-tsunami-disaster-climate-edward-turvill/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-12-24/boxing-day-tsunami-how-the-disaster-unfolded/5977568
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However, there remains a real challenge with these systems because they need to 
be maintained over time regardless of their low frequency. It is also vital to ensure 
that  the warnings reach right down to “the last mile”, the local community exposed to 
such threats. Not to mention the need to ensure communities are prepared. 
 
There are still some weak links in the chain. For the Indian Ocean, the Makran 
subduction zone, in the Arabian sea, off coast of Iran and Pakistan, poses a real 
threat. It has generated tsunamis in the past and it has the potential to create very 
large waves that could hit  heavily populated coastal cities such as Karachi, Pakistan 
with devastating effects.  
 
Over the years, the Trust Fund has expanded its scope to include other hazards such 
as coastal flooding, cyclones and other weather-related phenomena. The Fund has 
supported a number of projects to address such risk through regional cooperation 
and projects at the community level.  
 
Beyond that, as highlighted in the Asia-Pacific Disaster Report 2017, there are new 
patterns of risk for us to understand and work out how to respond to. For example, 
the geography of drought is evolving in parts of the region. Drought patterns are 
changing. In South East Asia, we are seeing an eastward shift of drought conditions 
and effects. Regions and communities previously spared will have to adapt  and be 
prepared for this new threat.  
We also have disaster risk increasing factors such as deforestation to deal with (e.g. 
in the Philippines), and the impact of rapid urbanisation. 
 
There is a pressing need to understand the evolving risks involved to everything that 
is happening, and how best to approach and deal with them.  
 
There are some very interesting initiatives to help with efforts, such as the newly 
established Asia and Pacific Centre for the Development of Disaster Information 
Management in Tehran. It will strengthen regional cooperation in disaster risk 
reduction and promote effective policies for inclusive, sustainable and resilient 
development in the region, The regional space applications programme for 
sustainable development is another example. 
 
 
Gareth: How does the linkage with the space industry work? Is the private sector 
involved? 
 
Edward: With our use of space applications, we partner with governments and 
specialised UN entities. Plus, the private sector is increasingly involved, which is 
great to see.  
 
 
Gareth: I imagine that the use of data and predictive analytics to help assess climate and 
disaster risk is becoming more important. Is the investment in it adequate? 
 
Edward: Yes, access and use of data to assess risk has significantly improved. 
Innovations are playing a really important role in improving our understanding and 
ability to assess, model and forecast risk. The applications are many.  

https://www.southampton.ac.uk/oes/research/projects/makran_subduction_zone.page
https://www.southampton.ac.uk/oes/research/projects/makran_subduction_zone.page
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/E71_RES11E.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/E71_RES11E.pdf
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For example, in India and China they are using data in a very advanced way. Other 
countries in the region are keen to learn and know how to apply the existing tools. 
 
Gareth: I wonder about the power of quantum computing to help boost the use of 
data for risk management, too. 
 
Edward: Absolutely. When you think that elevation models can be so precise with 
satellite imagery nowadays, it’s all powered by more and more specific data. We are  
able to develop precise models to assess how far inland waves of different heights 
will reach in different areas. The impact of visualisation can be tremendous. 
This type of activity can really have a significant effect on the way we plan for and 
respond to disaster risk. 
 
 
As a small personal example, I have an application on my phone that lets me know 
about the air quality in Bangkok. It gives me alerts when pollution levels go above a 
certain level. Similar apps can provide people alerts of flooding and give them a 
chance to get out of the way in time – which could save lives.  
 
Gareth: I used a similar app when I was based in Singapore in 2015 and we had 
very bad haze in September of that year. 
 
Edward: A few years ago, only the military had access to some of these space 
applications and geographic information systems. Now we all do. There are some 
tremendous employment opportunities for bright people to deliver innovative services 
like this. 
 
Gareth: It sounds like there are some very good opportunities for public-private 
partnerships to provide smart solutions. It makes me think about Smart Cities, too. 
 
Edward: Absolutely. It is impressive to see how much is taking place at different 
levels, with academia, research centres and the private sectors playing an important 
role. 
 
 
Gareth: In my work in the private sector, I’m used to developing and implementing risk 
frameworks and to helping businesses make risk-informed decisions, using risk tools and 
techniques such as scenario analysis, decision-trees, bowties and quantitative data 
analysis. I wonder if the risk tools and techniques we use in the private sector are 
interchangeable with the tools used in DRM? 
 
Edward: My view is that the private sector has been and will remain an important driver of 
innovation, that can provide many benefits to the public sector. Numerous innovations in 
the private sector have useful applications for disaster risk management. 
 
Take, as an example, risk modelling. The models that we can create and use are so much 
better now than they used to be. The insurance and reinsurance industry has helped to 
power the use of this technology. 
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As another example that is related to the management of risk, the cost-benefit analysis 
techniques that have been developed in the private sector have helped to shape similar 
financial tools and analysis that we use in the public sector.  
 
 
Gareth: The points you make about innovation and risk modelling make me think about 
new techniques such as the creation of “digital twins” of equipment and operations. I 
wonder if a “digital twin” of a geographic area or certain facilities may improve the 
application of DRM, to improve simulations and understanding of the impact of adverse 
weather. 
 
Edward: Yes indeed. The computing capacity at our disposal now, which will only grow, 
allows us to simulate scenarios and make decisions on actions that we predict can provide 
the best outcomes.  
 
Beyond the technical side of things, there are also more generic things that the private 
sector has helped with. For example, norms and standards are required and applied in all 
fields, and adopting a private sector approach to this can improve efficiency. 
 
 
Gareth: I’d like to ask now about your use of ISO standards, if I may. ISO 31000: 2018 
for risk management was released as a new version by the ISO in February. Many 
businesses and public-sector organisations refer to ISO 31000 to see how they can best 
leverage it. Is ISO 31000 applicable to DRM, and/or are there other international 
standards from the ISO that you use? 
 
Edward: My scope of work focuses on DRM in high-risk, low-capacity countries. I 
have not come across references to ISO 31000 and others in my work, however, I 
think that some of the concepts and tools are referred to. 
 
Standards can be found in specific areas of DRM. For example, Risk-Informed 
Decision Making (RIDM) is described in the Sphere Project, which is a handbook on 
minimum standards in core areas of humanitarian response, and a key document for 
humanitarian professionals. The next edition is coming out this year (2018). 
 
There have been efforts to develop standards on some tools across the Asia-Pacific 
region. For example, we have common alerting protocols, which is a simple format 
for exchanging all-hazard emergency alerts and public warning through different 
communication channels. The International Telecommunications Union 
Standardization Sector (ITU-T) is playing a key role with the X.1303 standards, to 
assist emergency responders. 
 
Another area in standardisation has been in Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), 
inspired by the US military. Through the ESCAP Trust Fund, we support projects for 
Synergised SOPs across the region, and we have developed a specific manual for 
interested countries.  
 
  

https://www.iso.org/iso-31000-risk-management.html
https://www.iso.org/iso-31000-risk-management.html
http://www.sphereproject.org/handbook/
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Gareth: That’s really interesting to know. I’d like to ask about DRM as a profession. Do 
you think the field of Disaster Risk Management is growing – is there a growing talent 
pool for it, and is there more availability of DRM academic studies and qualifications 
for young people to build a career in this field?  
I’m also wondering if DRM is something that Risk professionals from the private 
sector could branch into. In the private sector, we often talk about how Risk 
professionals can move across industries. I’d be interested in your advice for people 
who come from the private sector and who are interested in getting into DRM. 
 
 
Edward: I believe DRM is growing as a profession and a field of expertise. It has 
evolved quite significantly over time. DRM is maturing, and people need to adapt to 
suit the demand.  
 
When I started in this field in 2001, most of the international DRM roles were with 
NGOs. They often focused on community-based disaster preparedness projects. 
Practitioners were mostly from the humanitarian field, and they broadened their 
capabilities. Generalists were in demand to support mainstreaming of risk reduction 
into humanitarian relief and development assistance.  
 
As DRM has grown in recent years, I have seen a change in requirements. The shift 
is increasingly towards more specialised professionals. You see this in the posts that 
are advertised. Also, the use of consultants has expanded. Many of these expert 
roles are undertaken by people in consultancy firms with highly specialised skill sets.  
 
At a country level, I see an important trend in the development of national expertise. 
More courses are available in developing countries to assist in creating a critical 
mass of disaster risk management practitioners e.g. Thailand. This is a positive trend 
and exactly how it should be.  
 
My advice for people coming into DRM from the private sector: it is advisable to have 
a broad foundation of experience and skills, and to develop a general understanding 
of DRM. You may enter into the DRM field focusing on a very specific aspect. For 
example, perhaps quantitative analysis. When you get into it, you realise the types of 
skills required. The most relevant are skills relevant in both the public and private 
sectors.  
 
It’s an evolving line of work. We need to constantly keep up with the sector and move 
forward.  
 
 
Gareth: Thanks for that. Is there anything else related to this discussion that we 
haven’t covered and which you would like to raise? 
 
Edward: We’ve talked about whether I have seen an evolution in the DRM sector. I 
think there has been tremendous developments – as we’ve discussed just now in 
terms of roles and disciplines. 
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Another change I have seen is that there has been even more growth in the field of 
climate change adaptation and mitigation. This discipline has evolved alongside 
DRM, and it has evolved fast. Although both fields have significant commonalities, 
traditionally they have been developed separately by different communities of 
practitioners, and mostly remained siloed.  
 
Gareth: Are they evolving more in line with each other now? 
 
Edward: I think so. There is still more that can be done. We haven’t made the most 
of what each other has to offer. For example, we use very distinct approaches to 
financing. The whole climate financing architecture is far better structured than for 
DRM. There is a lot to learn there. 
 
Optimising resources is important in today’s world.  
 
Maybe that gives some hope to generalists who can “hook people together”. Moving 
forward, I hope we can strengthen existing cooperation and build new bridges to 
ensure greater coherence in addressing the many challenges we face. 
 
 
 
 
Thank you very much for your time, Edward. 
 


