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Over the past two months a series of record-strength hurricanes barreled through the Caribbean, 

causing widespread damage and displacement across 15 islands.  

 

These sudden-onset hazards are a stark reminder of the severe risks that millions of people 

continue to be exposed to in the face of extreme weather events.  

 

Before the next natural disaster strikes, it is our collective responsibility, as humanitarian and 

development partners, to take stock of our preparedness, mitigation and response actions. 

What worked? What did not work? And how can we do better?  

 

In the Caribbean, one thing is clear: early warning and early action saved lives.  

 

In Cuba, we saw the remarkable evacuation of over 1.9 million at-risk people (17 per cent of 

the population) to shelters and to host families.  

 

In Barbuda, the entire population of just under 1,600 people was evacuated to Antigua in the 

wake of powerful Hurricane Irma. These measures were possible thanks to effective  
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national and regional disaster coordination structures, which took action as soon as they heard 

early warning signs of the storms.  

 

Across the hard-hit Caribbean islands, effective regional partnerships allowed for timely  

deployment of emergency experts.  

 

In collaboration with regional and international partners, the Caribbean Disaster Emergency 

and Management Agency (CDEMA), deployed over 90 response personnel to search and res-

cue, damage assessment, needs analysis, and other relief operations. CDEMA also proactively 

sought international support to meet critical needs.  

 

UN experts worked closely with CDEMA in civil-military coordination, information manage-

ment and mapping of damage, needs, and pledges for support. Emergency assistance arrived 

quickly as air, military and sea assets from than five countries were redirected to the relief 

effort.  

 

Prepositioned personnel, logistics and stocks allowed emergency supplies to arrive more 

quickly. UN agencies, including WFP and UNICEF, had pre-positioned emergency stocks 

across the region. 

 

New technologies and satellite imagery were used to estimate immediate infrastructure dam-

age, and the level of need, despite communication systems being down across some affected 

islands. 

 

The overall response was commendable, and we can draw some important lessons from it.  
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Disaggregated data on how many children, women, men and the elderly were affected, in which 

locations, and what their specific needs were, would have supported more targeted assistance.  

 

While immediate assessments focused on infrastructure damage, multi-sector assessments to 

guide decision-makers on people’s needs needed to be prioritized from the get-go.  

 

As the impact of climate change will intensify the impact of future disasters, countries need to 

include climate resilience in their efforts to ‘build back better’. We must advocate for and invest 

in climate resilient crops; improved land use planning; eco-systems that prevent soil erosion; 

green infrastructure; green energy and green economies.  Hurricane-resistant shelters and ware-

houses, protected water systems and underground electrical cables can make all the difference 

in the first days of a response.  

 

We should strengthen and replicate the partnerships that worked so well in this response, in-

cluding with CDEMA, local and national authorities and the offices of the UN Resident Coor-

dinators, to boost joined-up analyses and response.  

 

In Dominica, UNDP and OCHA have established a Crisis Management Unit (CMU) to support 

the Government and foster humanitarian and development linkages. The CMU is a practical 

articulation of the New Way of Working by bringing together Governments, regional organi-

zations, humanitarian and development actors.  

 

My hope for the future is that by adopting this New Way of Working, we will collectively build 

more resilient communities and societies, and reduce the devastating impact of the shocks of 

tomorrow. 
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Thank you.  

 


