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1. The use of local knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience 
at all levels is recognized by the Hyogo Framework for Action (2005-2015): Building the 
Resilience ofNations and Communities to Disasters as a key priority. People should be 
encouraged and enabled to take action to reduce risks and build resilience to disasters by 
adopting and translating relevant traditional knowledge and successful practices into action. 
Culturally accessible communication and people-centered early-warning systems that reach out 
to rural and indigenous groups in their local language are an effective way of raising community 
awareness and engagement. Education and awareness on disaster risk reduction is less costly than 
learning through tragedy. 

2. The success story from Simeulue Island, off the coast of Sumatra, is a perfect illustration of a 
most effective contribution of traditional knowledge to saving lives. Whilst in the Aceh mainland 
more than 100,000 people were killed by the Indian Ocean Tsunami, only seven people out of the 
island's 83,000 population lost their lives thanks to the transmission of their local knowledge of 
earthquakes and early warning signals of natural hazards from one generation to the other. 
Thailand's Moken tribe in Surin Island had a similar experience in the Tsunami when elders 
called for a hilltop evacuation when they observed the sea rapidly receding before the tsunami 
hit. 

3. It is important to identify and recognize the traditional and indigenous knowledge bases. These 
bases, which include community banks, indigenous seed banks, soil conservation, rainwater 
harvesting and reading nature's early warning signals, bio-indicators, as early warning 
mechanisms for hydro-meteorological phenomena, all of which have been critical to the survival 
of vulnerable communities and to reducing the impact of natural hazards into their lives and 
livelihoods, should not only be enhanced and utilized effectively in order to protect people, 
habitat, livelihoods, and cultural heritage from natural hazards, but should also be strengthened 
and transferred for further replication and wider use in communities sharing similar natural 
threats and hazards, before this invaluable knowledge is lost, in particular by the rapidly 
increasing urban growth. 



4. At the community level, the identification of risks leading to vulnerability analysis that guides the 
necessary disaster risk reduction efforts is crucially needed should we wish to better monitor the 
risk. To that end, culturally accessible communication and people-centered early-warning 
systems that reach out to rural and indigenous groups in their local language are an effective way 
of raising community awareness and obtaining indigenous populations' ownership and 
participation in protecting their own community. There is indeed no point in providing 
communities with the highest technology if it is not understood nor acted upon by the local 
community. 

5. Respectful and sustainable maintenance of natural resources for future generations is also vital to 
indigenous peoples as many of them live in areas that are rich in biodiversity and particularly 
vulnerable to modifications in the environment. Indigenous communities are among the first to 
face the impacts of climate change and any changes to the ecosystem may affect their way of life 
and survival. The direct and indirect impacts of climate change may threaten the very existence 
of the peoples of the Arctic, of small islands, high altitude areas, drylands and other vulnerable 
environments. As the impact of climate change is already being strongly felt and is expected to 
worsen in the next decades, it is urgent to build adaptation responses into planning as of now and 
to scale-up the use of existing tools provided by the ISDR system and - including local and 
indigenous ones - to adapt to climate change and reduce disaster risk. 

6. In this vein, it is important to highlight that indigenous peoples' harmonious relations with nature 
and their environment as well as their related knowledge of mountain or coastal ecosystems, 
river-basin management, drought mitigation, housing and sophisticated traditional ecological 
knowledge of weather patterns, including complex adaptive responses towards cycles of climatic 
variability places them in a leading position in terms of guiding world communities towards 
climate change adaptation practices. We all have a lot to learn from indigenous practices and 
knowledge, as well as from their sensitivity to nature and animal behaviours to enhance our 
capacity to anticipate disasters and to adapt to changing rules in nature linked to climate 
variabilities. 

7. It is therefore absolutely crucial to combine and balance indigenous knowledge and modern 
scientific information and to mainstream indigenous practices and expertise into scientific 
technology systems for mutual benefit. It is in that spirit that the UN/ISDR secretariat, through its 
regional office for Asia and the Pacific based in Bangkok, in partnership with Kyoto University 
and UNESCO is promoting the use and recognition of Indigenous Knowledge for disaster risk 
reduction. The latter is focusing on the use of successful practices and lessons learned from 
indigenous communities as a basis for disaster risk reduction education and policy-making 
processes. Good practices are already being compiled to support the initiative and a regional 
workshop on Indigenous Knowledge for Disaster Risk Reduction is planned for the Fall 2008 in 
Bangkok, Thailand. 
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