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Kevin, 
 
Thank you for taking the time to discuss Disaster Risk Management with me. There 
is a lot of change happening in this field, and I know you are an active thought leader 
and writer on LinkedIn and other channels. 
 
I’d like to start by asking about your experience in designing, implementing and 
maintaining humanitarian, development and climate change policies. How far do you 
think the development of policies around the world has come over the last 5-10 
years, and are we heading in a good direction, in your view? 
 
Kevin: I think we are heading in a good direction. Some people in our field probably 
think that the same discussions have been happening for 10-20 years, with only a 
slow rate of progress being made. I am an optimist, and I am confident that we are 
moving in the right direction. Perhaps we are moving slowly, but we are moving 
forward.  
As an example, the publication of the 2015 Sendai Framework is allowing us to make 
real progress on many fronts and at a faster pace than recent years. In my field of 
focus, on marginalised groups, the Sendai Framework recognises the importance of 
their involvement to achieving good disaster risk management. With marginalised 
groups being included in the framework, we have a good foundation to build upon to 
help these people. So, Sendai is one example of where new policies and frameworks 
are helping to improve things. This includes spreading the awareness that there is 
not a “one size fits all approach” to dealing with disaster risk. 
Also, we have sustainable development goals, a new urban agenda, and other key 
new inter-governmental policies that have been introduced. A lot of this activity came 
together in 2015-16, which is providing us with an opportunity to implement policies 
to help many different and diverse groups around the world. 
 
We know that change on a significant scale can take time. We need to implement 
practical solutions and recognise that things at an international level are complex and 
multifaceted. For example, 187 member states have signed up to the Sendai 
Framework, and agreement on moving forward with key initiatives under the 
framework takes time and it can be hard and take time to achieve consensus, 
considering the number of stakeholders involved.  
 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/garethbyatt/
http://www.riskinsightconsulting.com/
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I am optimistic that we are on the right track. For example, when it comes to getting 
feedback from people on the ground who deal with the actual response in the 
aftermath of disasters, these people are having a voice and a say in policy. Policy 
advisors need to listen to people on the ground and keep pace with the needs of a 
broad group of different stakeholders in many geographies. For example, there has 
been a big focus recently to capture data (in an appropriate way) for age, sex, 
disability so that we can use it for informed policy development. We know that we do 
not have all the processes in place to collect and analyse and use such data yet, but 
we have made a start. 
 
 
 
Gareth: You are a member of several policy associations and organisations, 
including the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR). Where do you see 
things heading in Disaster Risk Reduction in the coming years, and what are some of 
the key challenges we have to overcome? 
 
Kevin: I have been asked this question a few times in the past. I think my answer 
remains more or less the same as it has done for a few years.  
First, funding is the big issue to tackle. We are seeing a higher number of 
humanitarian crises, but funding levels to tackle the problem are still the same, more 
or less. In some areas, funding levels are reduced.  
Second, compounding impacts are causing disasters that we need to deal with and 
understand – a key one being climate change, which is having a greater effect and 
arguably causing more disasters around the world. We need to re-calibrate our 
approach, to take into consideration scenarios that are worse than we would have 
planned for in the past. We need to plan for more medium to severe outcomes.  
Third, there is a big debate around the political will in today’s global political climate. 
We are trying to use science to prove our point on forecasts of increased volatility, for 
example, but not everyone is interested in paying attention to it.  
 
  
 
Gareth: I was interested to read your article, “Not just 'vulnerable' - framing at-risk 
communities in disasters” on LinkedIn recently. You talk about the valuable 
contribution that marginalised groups make to disaster risk reduction planning, and 
that they must not be portrayed as “vulnerable groups”. Is their involvement in 
disaster risk reduction heading in the right direction? 
 
Kevin: Glad to hear you agree with it. The process of agreeing how to reduce and 
appropriately tackle disaster risks will only be complete when we take into account all 
of society’s needs and stakeholders.  
There are not too many examples at the moment of how we are achieving this; it will 
take time to gather them, but we have made a start (which goes back to my answer 
to your first question, about policy change).  
For instance, in Nepal after the 2015 Nepalese earthquake, we have seen a more 
diverse group of people involved in the response. What we may call the “third gender 
people” have been involved (interviewer’s note – see this article for context), in a very 
strong community engagement which has occurred after the earthquake – at a local 
and national level, which is important because local involvement is key.  
 

https://www.unisdr.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/just-vulnerable-framing-at-risk-communities-kevin-blanchard/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/just-vulnerable-framing-at-risk-communities-kevin-blanchard/
https://www.mmtimes.com/opinion/14994-in-nepal-transgender-people-turn-adversity-into-opportunity.html
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There is however still evidence elsewhere that we see certain groups being excluded 
in response efforts around the world, such as older people. There are undoubtedly 
some big pressures at play. It comes back to the funding point I mentioned earlier – 
which is static or even dropping. The push to involve marginalised groups is in many 
cases still seen as a “nice to have”. The purpose of my organisation, DRR Dynamics, 
is to stop this from happening. Including all social groups in disaster risk 
management benefits us all, locally and globally. 
 
 
Gareth: In 2016 you co-authored a paper “Ensuring science is useful, usable and used in 
global disaster risk reduction and sustainable development: a view through the Sendai 
framework lens”, noting that the Sendai Framework places a particular emphasis on 
science being important in developing policies to improve lives. How do you see this 
moving forward in the coming years? 
 
Kevin: We live in a data-driven world today. The quantity of data we can collect is 
huge. The quality of data we collect needs constant attention. An important element 
in this, certainly for DRM, concerns the methods we use to capture data.  
For example, we discussed earlier how there are 187 members of the Sendai 
Framework. They all have a responsibility to collect data, but there is no certainty to, 
or standardisation of how the data is being collected across the world. We will get 
better at this. The advent of “big data” and bigger computing processing power to 
analyse it will make our job to compare countries easier. Robustness of data will be 
key. AI may assist us, to pick out key parts of data sets, both good and in need of 
improving. At the moment, we don’t have the understanding of how this process 
works. 
 
 
 
Gareth: This point you make about the need to leverage data makes me think of some 
comparable challenges, and opportunities, that the private sector faces.  
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 debiasing decision-making, scenario analysis, decision-trees, and quantitative 
data analysis. Are the risk tools and techniques we use in the private sector 
interchangeable with the things we need to do and focus on in Disaster Risk 
Management? 
 
Kevin: We are certainly making more use of data, and there must be some 
comparable elements in this with the private sector, as you say. For example, on a 
yearly basis, UN member states feed in data to a global source. The UNISDR 
recently set up a monitoring framework to collect various data, such as mortality rates 
caused by disasters. This will be providing an increasingly rich data set for policy 
practitioners to use.  
The UN has some specific tools for risk management that they use. Maybe the 
approaches of this and the private sector are similar.  
With regard to debiasing decisions, I suspect we take this into account. Another 
example I can think of in commonality is horizon scanning, which we certainly use.  
 
 

http://drrd.org.uk/
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Gareth: The point you mention on horizon scanning is interesting. I am part of as special 
interest group for the Institute of Risk Management on Innovation, and we are currently 
looking at good ways to use horizon scanning.   
 
 
Gareth: I’d like to ask about your use of ISO material, 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 are reviewing it 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? 
 
Kevin: We certainly deal with a lot of international standards, such as international 
health regulations. We have frameworks that have goals and outcomes for 
government officials and DRR practitioners to adhere to.  
I am a member of an ISO board for developing gender equality, so there are ISO 
standards that feed into this work. High level UN standards and guidelines lead the 
way. 
 
 
Gareth: I’d like to ask about DRM as a profession now. Do you think the field of 
Disaster Risk Management is growing, and is there more availability of DRM 
academic studies and qualifications for young people to build a career in this field?  
Is it 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 this sphere of activity. 
 
Kevin: To be honest, I haven’t seen an increase in awareness of DRM as a 
profession – at least, not yet. I think that there are more university courses offering 
DRM than before, but at the end of the day, we know the money isn’t great – which 
again, comes back to the funding factor. The private sector pays better.  
In terms of humanitarian responders on the ground, there is a massive shortage. If 
you look at UN job boards, you will see large demand. Are people willing to travel to 
disaster areas? It’s a tough ask. I am hopeful that through the Sendai Framework 
and other measures, more people will be inspired to join our efforts. I do think that 
people in the private sector can transition in to DRM. 
 
 
Gareth: Is there anything else related to this discussion that we haven’t covered and 
which you would like to raise? 
 
Kevin: A final point I would like to raise is about the communication of what we do in 
risk management globally. Our worlds tend to be siloed. By this, I mean Risk 
practitioners in all sorts of fields, for the public and private sectors. Humanitarian 
responders, DRM, policy makers, the private sector – we all tend to look after our 
specific areas of focus. We all want to work towards the same goal, but we don’t 
communicate with each other as much as we should.  
 
 
 

https://www.theirm.org/events/special-interest-groups/innovation.aspx
https://www.iso.org/iso-31000-risk-management.html
https://www.iso.org/iso-31000-risk-management.html
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I know it’s hard to do this because we all have objectives we need to focus on, but I 
do think there are some great opportunities to share knowledge if we could somehow 
work out how to improve communication across different fields of risk management. 
For example, in DRM alone, we look at deaths caused by disasters that occur, yet 
those who work in DRM around the world have a different understanding of what 
“deaths caused by disasters” means; our terminology is different. Agreeing a single 
terminology for “mortality in disasters”, as just one example, is hard, but how can we 
share our findings, and consider public and private sector if we all see it as meaning 
something different?  
As a broad church, we need to work on many aspects – in DRM around the world, 
and for broader risk management. It may seem too much to take on, but can we 
tackle it in manageable chunks if we try? 
 
 
 
 
Thank you very much for your time, Kevin. 
 


