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Ladies and Gentlemen 

It is a great pleasure to be invited back to the EPC. What I would like to do today is 

reflect on what has been done since you last introduced me at an event like this - three 

years ago – and to set out our vision of strengthening the EU's capacity to manage 

crisis.   

There are many kinds of crisis facing the world and facing the European Union. For 

example, when you Google the words "EU" and "crisis" the words at the top of the 

search response are "Eurozone" and "banking". 

Today I would like to limit myself to the work covered by my portfolio: natural disasters 

and humanitarian crises. I have just returned from the Philippines and flying over the 

area that is affected the difference between those parts of the country that were spared 

by the typhoon and those that are hit by the typhoon is incredible. It is like the 

difference between paradise and hell. If there is anybody from the Philippines in the 

audience, I want to express my deepest sympathy to the country and to underline 

Europe's solidarity with its people.  

Since the beginning of my mandate we lived through the famine in the Horn of Africa, 

the Japan triple disaster and Hurricane Sandy that made Manhattan look like a third 

world country. We have had massive floods here in Europe: just 48 hours ago in 

Sardinia nature dropped six months allocation of rain in just 90 minutes. At least 18 

lives were tragically lost in the floods that followed. 

What is important is to recognize that in addition to human suffering these events come 

with a very big price tag. The combined costs around the world are unaffordable: in 

2012, for the first time, the world has experienced three consecutive years when the 

USD 100 billion threshold for economic losses from disasters was passed. 

But we also have lived through very dramatic crises caused by the cruelty of man. We 

had the Libya crisis which then created impacts in Mali. We have the most dramatic 

humanitarian catastrophe of modern times– the crisis in Syria. And we had crises in 

places that are less known like the Central African Republic – a country of 4.6 million 

people where 4.6 million are affected by conflict.  

I want to structure my reflection of what we have done in three parts. 

First what we have done within our part of the institution, within ECHO. Secondly what 

we have done with Member States. And thirdly where is our place in the so called 

Comprehensive Approach, how we work with others and especially with the External 

Action Service.  

First, within ECHO, we have a very strong humanitarian and civil protection team and we 

work very hard to integrate those in terms of crisis anticipation and mobilization for 

response when appropriate.  

The two big changes in our work today are the Emergency Response Coordination Centre 

which was opened in May this year - a one-stop shop for requesting and coordinating 

European emergency assistance. It is linked to the Joint Research Center which means 

that we can take data and immediately project what this data means in terms of impact. 

Just a couple of days ago, the New York Times used our satellite data and maps to show 

how the typhoon in the Philippines affected the country.  

The new Centre acts as a focal point and service provider for specialized emergency 

management functions across the EU - such as DG HOME (terrorist attacks), DG SANCO 

(pandemics), DG ENER (nuclear threats) and JRC (scientific research and disaster 

modelling). This horizontal collectivity inside the Commission as well as linking up with 
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Member States is enormously important for the ability of us to anticipate risks and to act 

very quickly.  

In the Philippines the typhoon hit on Friday. Already on Thursday we mobilized Telecom 

Sans Frontiers to be in the Philippines, because we anticipated that communications 

would be disrupted. They were there on Friday immediately after the typhoon hit and 

they were the people who provided communication channels that allowed the 

humanitarian community to respond. On Saturday we had an assessment team in place. 

On Sunday the Belgian B-Fast team left with our civil protection coordination team on 

board. They were the first to set up a mobile hospital and water purification unit for 

Tacloban. Speed is of an essence and we have improved our response capabilities in 

terms of mobilization and deployment.  

These analytical skills are also very useful for humanitarian crises. Our satellite mapping 

capabilities are often used for "complex crises". For example, in Syria, we have been 

able to monitor the movement of people and the concentration of refugees in different 

areas.  

The second direction in which we have made huge progress is in working with our 

Member States. And here I want to stress two aspects.  

The first is our new civil protection legislation. I cannot emphasize enough how 

important it is for Europe to move significantly forward on understanding risk, assessing 

measures for preparedness and prevention and bringing together the civil protection 

capabilities of our Member States. The new legislation on Civil Protection requires 

Member States to prepare risk assessments as well as assessments of their risk 

management capability. It also sets up a system of voluntary peer reviews on disaster 

prevention and preparedness to make sure that best practices are shared and built 

upon.  

The legislation represents a step-change in the EU's approach: a formal recognition that 

we need to cover the entire disaster management cycle. But the real dynamic 

underpinning this move has not been legislative but the successful mainstreaming of 

disaster management considerations into other EU policies and EU funds. 

The creation of a voluntary pool of EU emergency response assets means we are moving 

from an ‘ad hoc’ mobilization of assets to pre-committed assets that are available when 

they are called on for a European-level deployment.  

We have also agreed that we need to look at low-probability high-impact events and 

decide on whether we need to fund some of our capabilities at European level.  

Again in the Philippines I can see that we are already moving forward in this new world 

of coordinated response. Twenty Member States committed funding, 16 teams are in the 

field and over 100 tons of supply was delivered. We have a very clear picture where this 

goes and how this links to the UN.  

The most important change that we are making with the new legislation is this focus on 

preparedness and prevention. It is unaffordable for us to be strong on the response side 

but weak on the preparedness and prevention side. And we are moving with complex 

measures such as integrating disaster risks into environment impact assessment and 

requiring that investments from EU structural funds "disaster proof" long term 

infrastructure projects.  

The second aspect of what we have done with Member States is on humanitarian crises. 

Now we have the capabilities of ECHO as a service provider to all our Member States. 

We are the one place of the Commission where more of our staff is in the field than in 

headquarters. And they are an incredibly valuable resource for the Member States in 

assessing humanitarian emergencies.  
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For example in the Syria crisis I am trusted by our Member States to be the interlocutor 

with UN, to reach out to other donor and to make sure that the EU has foresight of how 

we act on this crisis. We moved from humanitarian response inside Syria to helping the 

neighboring countries hosting refugees. We have contributed, collectively with our 

Member States, some 2 billion euros to address this crisis.  

The third component of what has changed is the evolution of the "comprehensive 

approach" for EU foreign policy.  Obviously for Europe to be effective it is highly 

beneficial to connect all the instruments we have at our disposal: from development to 

political engagement, from trade to humanitarian aid.  

We are very much in favor of the Comprehensive approach. Close cooperation is 

essential – but so is the need to maintain a specific space for the impartial delivery of 

humanitarian aid. We call this the "In – but Out" approach.  

In, because we are at the table to assess the situation. To ring the alarm bells when 

things go wrong (as we did in the Central African Republic). We are there to help 

formulate key messages on issues like respect for International Humanitarian Law (as 

we are doing in Syria). We help mobilise political and development colleagues when 

action is needed on the foreign policy front or by the development community.  

But we are also out of the "Comprehensive Approach", because humanitarian aid must 

be based on humanitarian needs and the principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality 

and independence. It cannot be put under an overall political objective. 

Both the Central African Republic and Syria show how important these humanitarian 

principles are. The formula works. In terms of access for humanitarians, even if it is not 

a watertight guarantee, it is still the best approach. I saw in Mali, when I went there in 

January, that humanitarians were able to work in the occupied North throughout the 

crisis precisely because they stuck to the principle of neutrality.  

This much is now accepted by all. And I want to stress that our cooperation with EEAS is 

excellent and respecting each other's mandates (complementary but distinct) is key to 

this. 

Over the last two years we have developed a very close co-operation with DEVCO and in 

countries that are vulnerable to natural disasters we invest heavily in resilience, 

preparedness and prevention.  We have two important initiatives.  The SHARE initiative 

(Supporting Horn of Africa's Resilience) has redirected €271 million to address the 

structural issues that lay behind drought in Horn of Africa. Building on this experience, 

the EU's AGIR initiative (Alliance Globale pour l'Initiative Resilience') committed of €1.5 

billion over the next seven years to work towards “Zero Hunger” in the Sahel. 

I want to finish with three things that to my mind are absolutely essential to the future.  

First, we need to be much better at anticipating the disasters that we are likely to face. 

The Japanese had sea walls to protect their coast from tsunamis. But they just hadn't 

anticipated a tsunami of such a magnitude. The Philippines experience 20-plus cyclones 

a year. They have disaster management plans in place. But they didn't have a plan able 

to cope with a super-typhoon of the magnitude of Haiyan. Climate change means that 

once in a hundred year events are happening every decade. Once in a decade events are 

happening every year. To quote my good colleague Craig Fugate, the head of FEMA, "we 

need to think the unthinkable" and prepare accordingly.  

Secondly, private sector engagement will become ever more important. Yes we do some 

things together with the private sector already - but we are far from fully exploiting the 

potential of private sector creativity to find solutions to this world of higher risks and 

more vulnerabilities.  
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And third, the EU needs to contribute to making the international community better able 

to foresee and respond to major disasters.  I believe that we have a unique opportunity 

in 2015 when three things will be happing at the same time. There will be progress on 

post 2015 Millennium Development Goals. There will be progress on climate action. And 

there will be agreement on the Post Hyogo Framework for Action. I hope that we can use 

this constellation of international processes to actively advance in this area.   

So to conclude, we have done quite a lot and we feel good about what we have done. 

But when we are looking to the future where unfortunately more dramatic natural events 

and possibly more conflicts, human industrial crisis are expecting us – our job is not 

done.  

Thank you. 


