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David, 
 
Thank you for making the time to talk with me about Disaster Risk Reduction & 
Resilience and the activities of NASA in this area. It is a broad subject affecting a 
wide range of communities, businesses and individuals around the world, including 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) – which is of course a particular area of focus 
for this interview. I’d like to start by asking if you could provide a summary of your 
background and an overview of what you do at NASA. 
 
David: I have a background in physical science and international science & 
technology management for commerce. I worked for the US Department of 
Commerce, both at the National Institute of Standards NIST and the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration National Weather Service NOAA’s NWS for 
about 20 years. I was in the semiconductor processing industry for a couple of years 
and then joined NASA in 2014 to head up their program for Disaster Risk Reduction 
& Resilience.  
 
The NASA Disaster Risk Reduction & Resilience Program promotes the use of 
science to provide situational awareness to inform people of choices, to support 
decisions, and to guide actions to prevent and minimise the impact of disasters, 
reduce risk and strengthen resilience. A key contribution we make is – we hope – to 
improve the prediction of, preparation for, response to, and recovery from natural and 
technological disasters.  
 
Our Earth observations activities to take “the pulse of our planet” include remote 
sensing satellites and sensors that are airborne, on the ground and in the ocean. 
Incorporating socio-economic data, this collective data and, as a result, collective 
awareness helps reveal the exposures, vulnerabilities and coping capacities that 
define systemic risk.  
 
We work with people in the public and private sectors all around the world to provide 
open data and information, and to promote the development of applications and tools 
such as maps and predictive models. We hope our activities can enable partners and 
stakeholders to address risk in an informed way. Our approach is systemic, meaning 
we look at the Earth as a system where risks and Earth observation science provides 
a critical perspective in the context of culture, policy and economics. We are always 
looking at ways to improve engagement and contribution, I must add. 
 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/garethbyatt/
http://www.riskinsightconsulting.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-green-3115a5a/
https://disasters.nasa.gov/programs
https://disasters.nasa.gov/programs
https://disasters.nasa.gov/programs
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Gareth: Thanks for that introduction, David. On a broad-brush level, are you seeing 
the approaches of people to taking and managing risk (by this, I mean disaster risk, 
and other types of risk) change, and evolve? I ask because, as a Risk and Resilience 
consultant myself, when I look back over the past 5 to 10 years, I have seen some 
changes to the approach and perspectives that people have on taking and managing 
risk. 
 
David: Taking and managing risk has always been part of life. Over the past few 
years I have seen a greater appreciation of risk, and a number of changes in the 
approach and mindset of people I liaise with. In the last few years my team has also 
seen changes in the approaches to the compound nature of risk, and a positive 
evolution in the collaboration amongst the public and private actors. 
 
Risk and resilience is, of course, very much in the limelight right now. It is on 
everyone’s minds because of the COVID-19 pandemic, yet we have been seeing 
more and more people acknowledging the value of fully understanding risk in their 
context before the pandemic took hold across the world. Furthermore, we are seeing 
people recognize that we can be better “science-informed” to anticipate risk and have 
choices available to us, to act earlier to reduce vulnerabilities and exposure.  
 
From my perspective, I saw people in various organizations having a “realization” 
about this some 5 to 6 years ago. I think it became clear to many people how risk is 
threaded into many aspects of what we all do, and how we can all benefit from 
thinking more broadly about proactive solutions to manage risks and cope with 
impacts of events that occur.  
 
Also, for any potential disruption to lifelines or supply lines that can occur, regardless 
of the consequences, an increasing number of people (from what I see) are realizing 
that there is a common set of tools and practices we can apply to help us expand the 
choices available and make science-informed decisions to deal with risk. 
 
This shift has been broad-ranging. In the past, a lot of the thinking was, out of 
necessity, focused on reactively responding to problems in siloes, rather than 
proactively finding solutions together. I think we are getting better at being inclusive 
and proactive. 
 
 
Gareth: This is an interesting point. In the private sector I see lots of examples of 
how we talk a lot about how risks are interconnected, and how understanding them 
should be woven and stitched into what we do. I see less discussion about simple, 
and potentially disconnected risk matrices to “plot risks on a grid” and more emphasis 
placed on understanding what we need to identify and assess risks, and how to 
decide “what we can do to move forwards”. 
 
David: Interconnectivity is beyond doubt. We need to understand how different risks 
might, and could, combine together and turn into compounded issues or complex 
events.  
 
 
 



 

This material is owned by Risk Insight Consulting. All rights reserved. 
 
 

3 

 
On a global scale, some industry sectors have been focused for some time on 
proactively planning for the long-term and/or residual risk and working out how to 
deal with the potential consequences.  
 
The insurance industry, those who work in Business Continuity, actuaries and others 
have had this mindset for a while, but up until recently it’s been hard for people 
across the board, including in the public sector, to grasp the full network effects of 
risks and disruption events. This includes thinking and acting over a broader range of 
timescales and understanding how local decisions are influenced by regional and 
global decisions.  
 
It takes effort to see interconnections, but it’s getting easier because the volume, 
variety and velocity of data and how we can link it together is enabling us to be less 
siloed than we were in the past.  
 
Also, organizations are less siloed from each other, both in the impacts experienced 
and the collective solutions available. 5-6 years ago we didn’t have the awareness, 
yet alone the will, or the data and tools to properly look at and assess systemic risks, 
nor the awareness to bring the right data together at the right time in the right place. I 
think this is changing – and it is a change that we should capitalize on. 
 
Our perspectives have also changed with the increased availability and access to 
data and the opening of science to support public and private communities of 
practice. An improved understanding of risk and seeing how risks and events can 
emerge and manifest has altered people’s views on what reducing downside risk 
means to them. It has gone from a mindset of “Why should we care about a risk or an 
event somewhere across the world where we don’t operate?” to “How can we better 
understand the interconnected environment that we operate in – to change our 
behaviour and target our resources, for ourselves and for others?” 
 
You could pick just about any industry and see some good examples of this change 
taking place. Take the pharmaceuticals sector, for example (a critical sector right 
now, to combat the COVID-19 pandemic). Why should pharmaceuticals companies 
care if there is a disruptive event in a place that is a long way from any of their 
physical operations or facilities? They now have the ability to better understand their 
position in a global environment and eco-system, and the knock-on effects of 
problems that may not be immediately obvious to their supply chain, logistics, 
finances but they are very real. From my perspective, we are seeing how Earth 
observations are shedding new light on continuity of operations, environmental 
stresses, disasters and health. Indeed, right now we are seeing huge amounts of 
collaboration in the pharmaceuticals sector, for the benefit of humankind, which 
shows the value of being truly connected. 
 
Perhaps we are entering a new era – something that is being accelerated by the 
current pandemic. But don’t forget the concerns with where and how people live and 
work when there are there compounding and cascading disruptions. Looking at just 
this year, our communities have been faced with a pandemic during a time of 
seemingly global wildfires, floods and other indicators of climate change, political 
uncertainties and conflicts, heightened attention on diversity and inclusiveness, and 
the competing demands for water, energy or other resources on a shrinking planet.  
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If you are a small company or a small island or a developing nation, in the past it 
used to be the case that you couldn’t solve problems where you had limited scope 
and involvement. Nowadays, people in such situations have increasing means to see 
for themselves what’s happening, with near real-time access to data to generate 
knowledge, often at  little or no cost. Today’s distributed nature of activities across a 
broad eco-system, complemented by novel communications and enabling 
technology, means that there is more shared ownership of problems and solutions.  
 
And – everyone can make a difference. It’s important that our mindset is not one of 
being a victim and helpless in the face of big risks. It should be one of being 
proactive – “getting ahead of the game” and being ready to adapt. Civil society 
groups, private and public sector organisations and individuals can all shift to a more 
anticipating stance, armed with observations that improve the confidence in risk 
assessments and agility to adapt.  
 
I think we should also keep in mind that a network of risks, whether they relate to 
operational business, market, environmental or other matters, has a social aspect to 
it. By this, I mean that people have to be involved in discussions to identify, assess 
and then act to deal with potential threats, and to fix problems. Understanding the 
stress factors and the impacts is not enough without action. Decision-makers and 
actors in risk assessment, planning and action are embracing the reality that 
vulnerabilities and exposures can be science-informed. However, there is still a lag in 
mainstreaming this into practice and institutionalizing it across our risk networks.  
Yes, we have access to huge reams of data, and analytics exist – now we need 
people to understand and interpret it to agree specific actions. 
 
 
Gareth: It’s interesting that you mention small islands. How well positioned are SIDS 
for leading the way with resilience? 
 
David: I think there is an appreciation that resilience for countries and states, 
including SIDS, needs to be seen in a cultural context. It is not only a physical and 
financial phenomenon. 
 
In the field in which I work, we often talk about “sustainable resilience”. By this, I 
mean that we can’t be resilient, or achieve resilience, as a one-off action or initiative. 
It must be ingrained into, and match the society and culture, of the people and the 
environment that we are focusing on. 
 
The case of small islands is interesting. In the past, when looking at the risks and 
resilience challenges of SIDS, we have seen some excellent work on understanding 
the exposure and vulnerabilities they have. Often, the solutions put forward to tackle 
their challenges have originated from solutions that were developed for larger nations 
/ states. Whilst this has been a good first step, it has been good to see the SIDS 
coming together to join forces across the Pacific, the Caribbean, and the Indian 
Ocean to define solutions that are specific to their needs. There is a strong inherent 
capability and a shared set of concerns across them all, and whilst there are 
definitely nuances and special considerations to each island, there are certain things 
that they can share with together and take action on together. 
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Here at NASA in our Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience work, we look at islands 
as a distinct area of focus. With regard to the efforts involved with Earth observing, 
the behaviours and mindset required are similar to how we should deal with other 
forms of risk. One of the key points is the need for situational awareness when 
assessing risk. Islands around the world are often isolated and are vulnerable to a 
range of risks, which change and evolve over time. It’s important to keep islands 
connected in their local neighbourhood and with global situations.  
 
For example, it’s important that people agree how they can proactively act on the 
risks they face, and how these risks are developing and changing. For the various 
societal and environmental risks they face – be they volcanic eruption, typhoons, 
cyclones, hurricanes, fires, public health events or others – how can they put 
themselves in a position to be prepared, anticipate and respond well? For example, if 
a local airport is shut down, where are the closest places that are still “open” (and 
how are they accessed) from where they can obtain critical supplies? How are 
neighbouring areas affected? This type of information, provided in a timely manner, 
can be critical to a small island’s resilience when a major risk event occurs. 
 
 
Gareth: This is akin to something I am always keeping in mind when I look at risk and 
resilience: context to the situation is key. 
 
David: I agree. As an example of this point, one of our contributions and a key area 
of focus we have at NASA towards Earth observing is to continually enrich and make 
available location information, so that it can be used by anyone around the world for 
the situational awareness that I mentioned just now. Many important aspects of 
resilience are location-specific – for disaster risk and other aspects of risk (supply 
chains, for example). Where are your sources of energy and power; are ports open 
or closed; what long-term trends are taking place. Tools and methods to equip 
people with information to make good decisions are available, and increasingly so for 
free or very low cost. As a result, something which is very encouraging is that we see 
an increasing dialogue between people across the world to coordinate their 
information and use the knowledge gained for good decision-making. 
 
To give you a couple of examples of joined-up efforts:  
First, in November 2019 a plenary meeting for states involved in Earth observations 
was held in Canberra, Australia. The focus of this meeting was to agree how Earth 
observations of any type (from satellites, airplanes, or on the ground) can and should 
contribute towards societal good and societal benefits. The uses can be extremely 
broad – from food to climate and security.  
Second, Copernicus, the European programme for monitoring the Earth, which uses 
a combination of satellite and ground (in-situ) sensors, is providing may parties with 
many benefits. 
 
 
Gareth: What role does the private sector have to play in how we manage risks to 
society and communities? 
 
David: The role of the private sector is much more elevated nowadays, which is a 
good thing.  

http://www.earthobservations.org/geoweek19.php
https://land.copernicus.eu/global/about
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Businesses in the private sector, large and small, are seen as key partners for 
societal benefit. Businesses are seeing that taking part in initiatives to improve 
societal resilience benefits them in many ways.  
 
I think that there has been a shift in the private sector, in terms of how they view the 
information they have at their disposal and what good they can do with it. In the past, 
it is likely that information businesses possess would be held tight and not shared – it 
would be seen as proprietary, of value, and that making it available to others could 
be a risk to their competitive edge. 
 
An important shift that is helping this is the participation of commercial and non-
governmental, not-for-profit and civil society organizations in risk reduction. For the 
private sector (which gets back to our discussion point at the start of this interview), 
they now realise that there is much to gain from collective knowledge sharing of non-
proprietary information, because everyone can turn this information into higher value 
products and services  that relates to their specific context. It provides public benefit 
and spurs scientific and technological innovation to make smart decisions that 
improve their overall financial and economic resilience, and hence their overall 
performance. 
 
Consider the aviation sector, for example (which is undergoing incredible strain right 
now during the pandemic and is showing admirable resilience in coping with 
enormous challenges). Years ago, airlines didn’t want to share data about where 
their flights took off from and landed. It was considered proprietary information. Over 
time, coupled with the increased availability of data and our ability to map it and join it 
together with other information sources to “connect the dots”, they realised that if 
they shared their information with, for example, weather services, they would have a 
richer set of real-time and contextual information to make better decisions on their 
flight routes, and on many other things such as the management of their supply 
chains. They became better informed, which helped them make better decisions, 
which ultimately benefits the overall economy.  
 
 
Gareth: So an “open” mindset in the private sector, to make information available and 
to use other sources of information available to them, helps them achieve a good and 
constant state of resilience? I’m reminded also that the ISO international standards 
suite used by many businesses, under ISO 22300, are all about societal resilience 
and business continuity. 
 
David: With Earth observations, which incorporates remote sensing from satellites 
that span the entire world, we have a lot of timely information on what’s going on with 
potential and actual “hazards” (such as climate conditions, volcanos, storms and 
hurricanes, etc) as well as vulnerability and exposure. This is of course valuable 
information for small islands to have (as well as many other stakeholder groups). 
 
With increased observation and monitoring, anticipatory actions based on reliable 
science-informed knowledge may trigger forecast-based preparedness, financing, 
operational logistics or insurance pay-outs.  
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We can imagine smarter understanding of lifelines impacting water, sanitation, food 
systems, energy and power would reduce risk and strengthen resilience. Long term 
monitoring of rainfall or soil conditions along with infrastructure provides knowledge 
that could help a facility/operation/site/supplier, or the transport routes leading to 
them if likely to be flood and storm disruptions, landslides; could the area lose power; 
will people be cut off; can you help people to prepare in advance to avoid or reduce 
damage? What is the likelihood that floods after a fire season could increase the risk 
that debris flows will further disrupt water availability or water quality? If the fires or 
volcanoes create unsafe air quality or disrupt aviation and transport safety, or if the 
long term accumulation of impacts weakens food system security and resource 
availability.  
 
From our perspective, underpinning this is a focus on providing people with practical 
information that can be used for risk-informed decision-making, or RIDM (we literally 
have a growing playbook in NASA, which in partnership with others public, private – 
global to local is helping realise the benefits of “RIDM”). 
 
Thinking about societies around the world, including small islands, they have 
workforces and supply chains that provide for their needs. Changes to public-private 
responsibilities are being related to climate profiles and near-term plans to protect 
economies and communities. To be resilient we have to appreciate that things will 
happen, and we should use information to connect the dots better, to anticipate and 
partner better, to collaborate to have and use trusted data that will avoid problems 
and not only reduce risk but prevent risks as best we can. 
 
At NASA, for the provision of information and data we are always learning about the 
types of questions that people have, and this helps us to optimise our tools to be able 
to answer the questions as best we can. The key is for data and information to be 
open, accessible and of utility. We are evolving towards open science and knowledge 
that is catalysing research as well as better understanding networks of risk.   
 
 
Gareth: It’s an interesting point that you raise, about the “velocity” of risk. I think that 
is increasingly recognised as an important factor to dealing with different risks.  
In terms of small islands (SIDS) in particular, what are some of the key aspects that 
you regularly see and note – ranging from local officials, businesses that have a 
presence to home owners? 
 
David: One area that SIDS are understandably worried about is their coasts, and the 
impact of sea level rises. It’s a critical matter for them. For example, should they build 
a new road in a particular location, or 100 metres further inland, or pay more to 
elevate it. For businesses that have a presence on small islands, when they are 
looking at new investments such as a new factory or a processing facility, they have 
to look at trade-offs for resilience. As well as questions about the financial 
vulnerability of their operations, what are the societal risks to their workforce and their 
suppliers over the long term if many of them are living on or close to the coast?  
The impacts of meteorological change are key, as well. For example, we see 
evidence of an increasing number of typhoons in certain parts of the world – not 
necessarily large typhoons, but smaller more frequent ones. What does that mean for 
an island’s ability to cope? 
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Island states are asking themselves these and many other questions, and they are 
continually being equipped with better information and data with which to make 
decisions. This helps them to think more broadly about matters such as:  
Where do we invest for our economy? Where do we build? How do we make the best 
case to a development bank to invest in plans that we have? How do we show long-
term thinking around resilience? 
 
 
Gareth: The point you have just mentioned is directly related to the Blue economy, 
which is of course a key area of focus for SIDS. 
 
David: When we bring together numerous observations and socio-economic and 
cultural factors from different Earth observations, we see the changing nature of the 
ocean. We are connecting this with social and economic attributes along coastlines 
where populations, property and economy show rapid growth. These growth 
opportunities must be science-informed to manage vulnerability and exposure from 
such factors as sea level rise, more frequent cyclones, or algal blooms while 
strengthening coping capacity. There is some great work being done in this space by 
many organisations. 
 
I mentioned just now that an increasing number of typhoons are hitting many islands, 
and this affects different people in different ways. Whilst farmers may have less 
short-term need to irrigate crop plantations in such situations, they may also 
experience crop damage. Perhaps on one part of an island there may be an 
increasing need to ensure a retaining wall or other forms of se defences are built to 
protect communities, maybe there is a need to relocate a school or some other form 
of social infrastructure. These considerations require funding to make happen. Where 
will that funding come from, and how can you justify your decision as the best and 
most resilient one? 
 
We try to ensure that the information we make available through various Earth 
observations helps people to make short-term and long-term decisions based on 
choices they have available, powered by data and information. We always 
emphasise that the information is not definitive – we hope it helps people to better 
understand their choices and the impact of different decisions, to help them 
anticipate and adapt. These are important attributes of resilience.  
Resilience is not static. It needs an attribute of agility. People need to remember that 
things are not a straight line. The information should be openly available (therefore 
minimal cost), usable and have utility. We need to use it often to make adjustments, 
ideally ahead of time.  
 
Governments around the world, including those who manage small islands, play an 
important role in supporting the data platforms. Various enterprises and initiatives 
provide the secure data architectures and equity for information management, 
visualization and communication that can enable and power risk-informed business 
and commerce. The derived information should be accessible and openly available 
(free or licensable and preferably at minimal cost if that is the barrier to risk 
avoidance), usable and have utility. We need to use it often to make adjustments, 
ideally ahead of time.  
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Gareth: You mentioned earlier the importance of people on SIDS coming together to 
collaborate. Is this happening on a more regular basis? 
 
David: What we see with people on small islands is that they often have good 
knowledge of the choices available to them – but they don’t know if one choice is 
better than others, or how much better one choice is over another. Armed with the 
right information, they can make informed choices. 
 
Islands have a particular context, and that’s crucial to focus on in order to look at the 
right set of choices for them. 
 
I’ve been talking with people on islands in the Caribbean, for example. Tourism is key 
to them (as it is elsewhere), as are certain commodities such as sugar. Everyone 
from farmers to sailboat operators and fishing communities recognises that in order 
to find the right solutions, they need to have good information to anticipate change. 
So let’s get them together, discuss perspectives and look at what choices we have, 
what information is missing, and be prepared to modify our assumptions based on 
the information available.  
 
 
Gareth: Is part of maintaining good resilience the recognition that plans may well (or 
probably will) have to change – and indeed, that they should change because 
situations always evolve? 
 
David: Whether it’s a corporation, a community or a government, in order to be 
resilient you need to appreciate that things will change. There should never be a 
perception or a view that changing a plan is a failure of good planning. Quite the 
opposite! The distinction is, if you have good information available to you, you can 
“look at the horizon” and see what’s changing and adapt, based on where you want 
to head (which may include changing direction sometimes). 
 
Another interesting point is the medium of the information. A lot of the information we 
provide for Earth observations is in the form of maps and other visual 
representations. A key point, that relates to our discussion earlier about availability of 
information, is that we seek to enhance basic map information with content that helps 
people to see how things are changing in their context. We can overlay a map with 
information about a population, roads, land cover, etc. and see how it is all changing 
over time. 
 
On small islands, for example, we see from our observations that many towns are 
becoming increasingly dense. This puts stresses on the water supply – for farmers, 
companies, and individuals.  We are now seeing that scientists are working with 
humanitarian sectors and resource managers to work out what’s best for water and 
land resources. The relationships used to be orientated towards studying the 
environment. They still are, but the view is wider and broader, focusing on resilience.  
For an island with connected communities on it, the overall island itself is isolated to 
a greater or lesser degree, depending on where it is. A key concept of resilience that 
we have discussed is to maintain connectivity – which means the communities, 
towns, transport, industry and commerce. You know there will be disruptions of 
various kinds.  
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You won’t prevent disruption events from occurring, but you can manage them better 
– either more cheaply, more effectively, and / or more quickly – by having good 
connections. 
 
On the finance side of things, we’ve been working with some of the development 
banks, helping them to understand different aspects of resilience. How and where do 
they invest, for example in reconstruction activity? Rather than asking the question of 
“How much will it cost?” they focus on a more holistic “What information do I need to 
have to take the best course of action that leads to a resilient outcome?” This is a key 
shift. 
 
 
Gareth: Is it also about learning from the past, in a constructive (not pre-
deterministic) way? 
 
David: It certainly is. Learning from past disaster events helps us to assess the 
current state of resilience and what we may see in future. To give you an example, 
Puerto Rico was badly hit by hurricanes a few years ago. We looked at the impact on 
the electrical grid. Earth observations provided us with a scale, an overview that 
could be tied to what is happening on the ground. From space, we could literally see 
whether the lights are on and where. When earthquakes struck earlier this year, we 
used radar from space to assess damage near coastal communities and power 
plants. We are working with conservation organizations to understand impacts on 
coastal lifelines and exploring new ways to visualize and communicate findings. We 
are also working with islands across the Caribbean, Pacific and elsewhere to 
understand best practices within and across cultures, sharing effective coastal 
marine observations and insights for economic sustainability. When you are solely 
looking at things on the ground, it’s hard to scale the view, so if you can link the 
ground and aerial views together you can find a good balance, assemble the 
information tool kits to create choices, and guide public-private actions blending local 
context with regional and global insight. 
 
As an example of how disruptive geological events can be and how they can expose 
previously ignored connectivity and dependencies, you may remember the 
Eyjafjallajökull volcano eruption in Iceland in 2010. Look at how it affected people in 
many geographies for months, in all sorts of ways. 
 
 
Gareth: This makes me think about the value of applying Counterfactual Thinking, to 
learn from the past in a way that helps us consider how else an event could have 
occurred, not just the way that it did occur. 
Are we getting better at applying lessons around the world, whilst ensuring that we 
keep the context of our situation always in mind? 
 
David: I think so. It’s never easy or simple. Countries are bringing their assets and 
lessons to bear, because sharing their information benefits us all. For example, with 
development planning, agriculture planning, urban planning and so on. It helps us 
look at appropriate investments for the future. There are examples of initiatives 
around the world, in the Pacific and elsewhere. 
 

https://www.bgs.ac.uk/research/volcanoes/icelandic_ash.html
https://www.bgs.ac.uk/research/volcanoes/icelandic_ash.html
https://www.thegrcinstitute.org/news/view/2656
http://www.earthobservations.org/documents/geo16/eo_for_the_pacific_report.pdf
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To give you an example of private-public sector partnerships, at NASA we 
collaborate with Google, for various things relating to the use and utility of maps. We 
are focusing on allowing you to have a personal relationship with the information, 
based on bringing things together – information and overlays. 
 
You can see what’s happening on an island now, and over time. You can mine the 
information yourself, as an individual, if you want to. Small businesses, self-employed 
people and small public sector teams can use it. The digital world is a great 
equaliser, and it is good fuel to create a resilient society. We all have access to the 
same information. The key is “what can you do with the information?” 
 
Part of what we do at NASA is to make people aware of the range of information that 
exists. We describe it as “open, as long as it’s available”. Sometimes the information 
is entirely free, and sometimes it is licensed (but still available). The first step is to 
have the information. Then, there is awareness. Then, there need to mechanisms 
and tools so that people can put it to good use. Capacity and capability building is an 
important part of resilience. All the while, we must ensure that people are key to the 
solutions developed – it’s not just finances, buildings and infrastructure. 
 
Island communities tend to have a different sense and perspective of “their place” in 
the world to most of us who live in larger countries and modern urban environments. 
For organisations like NASA, we try to understand the location, and how the location 
is evolving over time. 
 
Islanders have come up with some great solutions for resilience, as have indigenous 
communities in larger states and nations. They look at their relationship with their 
surroundings, and their reliance on nature and on services (the airport, the store etc). 
 
Islanders are well-positioned for an ecological and sustainable approach to 
resilience, because of their mindset. They are proud of their culture and place, and 
they inherently know how exposed they are. They need alliances with each other, 
and with larger nations / trading hubs, to be resilient. They need to keep their people 
safe and well educated, with solutions that work for them so that they can be self-
sufficient in many ways. 
 
Businesses increasingly appreciate and value this perspective on small islands. For 
example, cruise line operators have better awareness of their impact on the 
environments of small islands, and how they can affect whole value chains in 
tourism. 
 
 
Gareth: Resilience is certainly about understanding gradual effects and impacts of 
change over time, which can sometimes be subtle rather than explosive. Do you see 
examples of this for small islands? 
 
David: We certainly do. Let me give you an example regarding the Pacific island of 
Vanuatu. For a few years a volcano on the island had been constantly putting out a 
small amount, but a couple of years ago, in 2018, we saw they were evacuating tens 
of thousands of people again.  
 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-44978132
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-44978132
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We didn’t at first realise the full effect that all the accumulated material over time and 
over a period of small eruptions had on crops, water supply and their ability to 
function. 
 
Islands have unique concerns. They are limited in physical size, of course. If you lose 
part of an island temporarily or permanently, it’s a substantial and serious issue. 
They really have to optimise and protect what they have.  
 
The Committee of Earth Observing satellites that I mentioned earlier is undertaking a 
coastal initiative, to look at the resilience we need for coasts around the world – 
including islands, which of course are proportionally hugely affected by changes to 
their coasts. We hope that this initiative will help the long-standing viability of coasts, 
including on islands, and a “learning resilience”. We see that SIDS are actively 
involved. I think there may be a resilience partnership led by Fiji. 
 
 
Gareth: So back to our point about interconnectedness – this is clearly important for 
small islands, as you mentioned earlier. 
 
David: Islands have limited energy resources and supplies, and it is not sufficient to 
focus only on “our island”. 
 
Events will occur with greater frequency. We hear about big events in the news, but 
we are also seeing slow changes and a gradual onset of things that are not always 
big and sudden, but they have major impact. 
 
Take renewable energy, for example. Setting up solar farms is great, but if they 
experience wildfires, solar power won’t work, so what is their Plan B? It’s a bit like 
“the blind men and the elephant” Indian story. We may know our specific parts, but 
do we understand the whole? 
 
I’ve talked about the work we do from space and the sky, with Earth observations. 
Gaining validation from people “on the ground” about our findings is key to us. 
 
 
Gareth: What are some of the ways that we can encourage greater awareness of 
resilience activities with the general public? 
 
David: Good global and local media has an important role to play. As an example, 
the work of the Humanitarian branch of the BBC, BBC Media Action, reaches millions 
of people facing insecurity, inequality and poverty with information they can trust. 
Organizations like this can help us to carry the message for strong resilience. 
 
As another example, we are working with a part of the UN to develop a new Risk 
Framework. We are looking at all the things required (health, economic, etc). The 
team figuring out what it should look like includes a communications group. 
 
 
Gareth: Thank you very much for your time, David. I look forward to continuing to 
see more examples of the great work you and your team perform at NASA. 

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2015-11-11/feeling-the-elephant/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaaction/

