THE PLACEMENT OF THE DISASTER MANAGEMENT FUNCTION WITHIN THE REALM OF LOCAL GOVERNANCE AND WHY.
1. INTRODUCTION

Local government has for many years practised the Disaster Management function. However, it was only after the enactment of the Civil Defence Act (Act 67 of 1977 as amended), that local government was made responsible for the planning and development of Disaster Management plans and procedures.

As this was a new responsibility of local government, many turned to the guidelines for Civil Defence and correctly appointed the Chief Executive Officer as Chief of Disaster Management. However, problems resulted in the functioning, and the profession struggled to find it's rightful place within the realm of local governance.

In the local government environment, the function was seen to be a reactive one, which some officials within the local authority environment perceived then to fall within the ambit of either the Emergency Services environment or even the Traffic environment. In a sense, they were correct.

The introduction of the White Paper on Disaster Management upset the "apple cart" as it called for a paradigm shift to be made. No longer could Disaster Management only be seen within the context of response to disaster, but the emphasis would be on prevention, mitigation, and development. The function thus causes a dilemma for local authorities, which this paper will attempt to resolve. 

2. THE WHITE PAPER ON DISASTER MANAGEMENT 

The White Paper on Disaster Management details Government's view on the issue and provides broad conceptual guidelines for the new Disaster Management Act, which will follow during the course of the year 2001.

In the foreword to the White Paper on Disaster Management, by Mohammed Valli Moosa: former Minister for Provincial Affairs and Constitutional Development, he states that;

"The White Paper on Disaster Management outlines government's new thinking in relation to disaster management. 

In line with international trends and our national objectives of efficient and effective management of our nation's resources, priority is given in this new approach to prevention. Unlike previous policies that focused predominantly on relief and recovery efforts, this White Paper underscores the importance of preventing human, economic and property losses, and avoiding environmental degradation." 

This vision is further supported in Section 2.3 of the White Paper;

"2.3 Developing a New Approach 

Current perceptions of disasters need to change. Disasters are not primarily rare occurrences managed by emergency rescue services. Rather, there needs to be a common awareness and shared responsibility for risk reduction in every aspect of our lives."
This means that every facet of governance should and will need to focus its attention on the roll that Disaster Management plays within its particular daily activities.

As much as the financial aspects are important to government senior officials so too will Disaster Management become an aspect, which will demand their action and full attention. The old procedure of passing the activities of the function to some back-office or even worse ignoring the legislative requirements will within the next twelve months disappear. Governmental managers will have to increasingly evaluate and make necessary adjustments to all developmental projects so that they are able to;

· Assess the risks involve,

· Assess the vulnerabilities, and 

· Assess the capacities.

But, that is not where it will end. These managers will have to consider all the other aspects of Disaster Management, which include relief operations, rehabilitation, reconstruction, mitigation, development, and preparedness planning should their developmental projects be affected by any disaster. They would further have to participate in joint consultation and co-operation with other departmental heads, NGO's, etc to ensure that every Disaster Management issue has been addressed. 

3. THE ROLL OF DISASTER MANAGEMENT WITHIN THE REALM OF LOCAL GOVERNANCE

In order to determine what the roll of Disaster Management is, one has firstly to consider what the current practise of the function is. 

In the majority of local authorities, Government is still practising Disaster Management as it was before the adoption of the Disaster Management principals. This has been largely as a direct result of;

· A lack of training of the officials tasked with the function,

· A lack of understanding by senior officials on the roll of Disaster Management,

· A lack of understanding on the roll of Disaster Management by Councillors.

All three issues above have been addressed in the White Paper on Disaster Management as indicated on the slide.

"6.2.3 Target Groups 

Disaster management training should be made available to all relevant role players, including the following: 

· Policy makers 

· Professionals involved in disaster management and those from related disciplines 

· NGOs and community organisations 

· The general public 

· Educational institutions, including schools 

· Line function departments at the national, provincial and local levels of government 

· Trainers, educators and researchers 

· Business and industry, including the agricultural sector "

The business of disaster management therefore cuts through every fibre of governance and civil society, which includes local governance. The aim is to reduce, remove, prevent, or respond to the, internationally recognised, causal factors of disaster, i.e. poverty, rapid population growth, unmanaged and rapid urbanisation, transitions in cultural practices, environmental degradation, civil strife, lack of awareness and information and the misuse or abuse of modern technology, which affects our fledgling democracy.

Disaster Management therefore has a roll to play in meeting the objectives of the Skills Development Act, the Environmental Conservation Act, the Hazardous Substances Act, the National Water Act, the Occupational Health and Safety Act, just to name a few. In fact, it is doubtful that any Act is not affected by Disaster Management.

The question of, where are the majority of the clauses of these Acts brought to fulfilment? May be answered by saying, - local government and civil society. Local government are the implementers of many of the provisions contained in legislation and yet it is here where the largest problem surrounding Disaster Management exists.  Disaster Management is not a revenue generating activity. It is seen as an expense, which has to be incurred because of legislative requirements.

The opposite is of cause true. Disaster Management, by virtue of its very definition aims to prevent, mitigate, prepare for, respond to and recover from the effects of all disasters. It is through the linkage between disasters and development that the above is accomplished. 

The linkage between disasters and development is an internationally accepted fact, which is supported by the United Nations. It is recognised that weak development can lead to disasters, but that sustainable development, which is sound, decreases the chance of disaster, removes the threat of disaster and reduces the impact that a disaster can have on society. In this manner local authorities save lives and resources and so increase the opportunity for further development.

In short, by implementing a sustainable development system, which recognises the linkage between disasters and development, local authorities are able to show financial savings and an improved quality of life for the residents of their local authorities. Taking the afore-going into account, Disaster Management is then NOT an expense but a benefit. One, which enables local government to uplift the people through sustainable development.

5. WHERE SHOULD THE FUNCTION OF DISASTER MANAGEMENT BE PLACED WITHIN THE REALM OF GOVERNANCE

It is widely recognised that the function of Disaster Management is NOT a line function but a staff function. The disaster manager, to fulfil his/her duties, addresses the following components, which again contains numerous aspects, on a continuous basis, within a rapidly changing environment;

· Disaster Preparedness,

· Disaster Mitigation,

· Disasters and its linkage with development,

· Risk and vulnerability assessments,

· Disaster assessments,

· Hazards - their characteristics, causes and effects,

· Logistics

· Ethics,

· Legislation

· Rehabilitation and reconstruction

· Displaced persons in civil conflict

· The environment

· Information technology

· Communications, to name a few.

Taking the above into consideration and the fact that Disaster Management covers every aspect of local governance, in some manner, and that the Chief Executive Officer is the local authority's Chief of Disaster Management, in accordance with legislative requirements, then it becomes clear that the Chief Executive Officer requires direct access to the official tasked with the function of Disaster Management.

Two situations are possible in order to meet the consideration above, i.e. 

· The Disaster Management Department falls within the Chief Executive Officer's office or

· The Disaster Management Department falls within another larger Department, but only for administrative functions and the Head of the Disaster Management Department reports directly to the Chief Executive Officer on all functional activities. 


In further support of the a foregoing, 
The draft Bill on Disaster Management in section 40(a) and (b), states,

Section 39,

"(3) A municipal disaster management office must perform its functions

 (b) subject to the municipality's integrated development plan and other
policy directions of the municipal council acting within the
national disaster management framework; and

(c) in accordance with the administrative instructions of the municipal
manager."


It further states in section 40,

"The head of a municipal disaster management office -

(a) is responsible for the performance by the office of its functions
and the exercise of its powers; and

(b) takes all decisions of the office in the performance of its
functions and the exercise of its powers, except those decisions
taken by another person in consequence of a delegation by the head
of the office."


It would seem that the provisions of section 39 (c) indicates, in no uncertain terms, that direct access to the Municipal Manager is a requirement of the expected legislation. This could mean that although the Disaster Management Centre at the local level may be placed within another Department/Directorate, this is only done for administrative purposes and that the head of the municipal Disaster Management Centre MUST have direct access to the Municipal Manager.

When considering the provisions of section 40 (a) and (b), then the view point above is strengthened in that the draft Bill makes it the responsibility of the Head of the Disaster Management Centre to take all the decisions of the Centre in the performance of it's function. This again means that one other person will exercise authority over the Centre except the municipal manager and the head of the Centre.

Examples of the importance that African Countries are giving to Disaster Management can be taken from Tanzania and Zambia where the function is firmly placed within the Office of the Presidents of those countries. In Ethiopia, the following exists: COMMISSION FOR DISASTER PREVENTION & PREPAREDNESS. In Botswana, the function falls in the Ministry for Presidential Affairs and Public Administration, which fall directly under the President. We in South Africa can strengthen the concept of an African Renaissance now, by joining with other Africans like Tanzania and Zambia, and others in the struggle for an African sustainable development solution, by implementing the internationally recognised Disaster Management principals, and by ensuring that the function of Disaster Management is correctly placed to accomplish our objectives.

The situation of placing the Disaster Management function with the Public Safety or Emergency Services creates problems which this paper will not address, suffice to say that the function does not only concern those activities performed by these two important services. 

As highlighted earlier, each facet of a local authority's business contains aspects of Disaster Management. Disasters are not a daily occurrence but sustainable development, within the context of local government, is. It therefore stands to reason that the Chief Executive Officer / Executive Mayor, should have constant direct access with the Disaster Management official(s) and there-by have direct access to the sustainable development initiatives executed by other departments within the local governance environment.

Furthermore, each head of department / director should be a member of their Council's Disaster Management Committee. It therefore makes sense that the Disaster Management Head should also be an integral part of the Disaster Management Team of a local authority. 

6. CONCLUSION

It is recognised that each local authority is autonomous and that each has a right to place the function where it wishes. However, when one considers the importance of the function, who the Head of Disaster Management is and the vast scope that the function covers, then one has no other option but to place the function correctly within the office of the Chief Executive Officer. 

At this time when many local authorities and councillors are busy restructuring their local authority, it is appropriate timing that the restructuring takes cognisance of the wrongs of the past so that it may be corrected. No longer should any individual Department within the local government environment have sole control over a function as important as Disaster Management. This has led, in the past to a local authority not truly considering the issue of sustainable development, but also being responsible, from time to time, for unnecessary expenses incurred. 

The time for action is now, and correcting the injustices of uninformed persons, bent on extending their own agendas, can only strengthen each Chief Executive Officer / Executive Mayor's and Councillor's position.
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