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Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen, Colleagues.  
 
Thank you for having me here today 
 
It has been more than 18 months since the world was first hit by the COVID-19 coronavirus 
pandemic.  
 
At the time, we did not know full extent of what was to come.  
 
But in hindsight, we should have been better prepared for this. 
 
Central to “being better prepared” is the role of law and policy in combatting public health 
emergencies and in protecting communities in an equitable way. 
 
People often don’t think too much about laws and policies in the middle of an emergency, but 
they underpin all aspects of preparedness and response to disasters.  
 
They are central to contingency planning and clarifying disaster-related actors’ roles and 
responsibilities. 
 
They allow the implementation of emergency measures, facilitate the entry of international 
assistance and protect the most vulnerable during crises. 
 
In this pandemic, many states have relied on emergency decrees and struggled with gaps 
between public health, emergency management, social protection laws and institutions. 
 
In some countries existing laws and policies have proven to be outdated or inadequate by more 
than a century. 
 
We have also seen a baffling lack of international instruments to deal with a global crisis 
resulting in a massive confusion and a poorly coordinated global response which continues until 
today causing tremendous challenges around the vaccination efforts. 
 
Urgent action is needed to strengthen domestic laws and policies for emergencies to protect the 
most vulnerable in need. 
 
Disaster laws and policies are, however, not created in a vacuum. They are influenced by 
international rule making in the form of hard law and, equally, in the form of soft law instruments 
and emerging norms. 
 
Since 2003, the IFRC and its members have been mandated by the state parties to the Geneva 
Conventions to provide advice and expertise on disaster law using our set of comprehensive 
guidance tools, such as our International Disaster Response Law guidelines.  
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For nearly 20 years, our member National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies have been 
providing technical advice to their Governments using these guidance tools to strengthen 
domestic legal disaster frameworks that save lives and ensure the equitable delivery of 
humanitarian assistance to people during emergencies. 

These guidelines have been impactful in international rule making because they have been 
successful at both the international and domestic levels.  

They have set the basis of model laws and emergency decrees developed by International legal 
institutions and organizations.  

And over 40 countries have developed their legal framework based on these guidelines and the 
work of our National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, who act as trusted disaster law 
advisors to their governments. 

Here is what we have learned in the process:  

Firstly, when roles and coordination mechanisms are not clearly defined in national law, we lose 
precious time and public trust.  

In countries where disaster laws for emergencies already exist, we see a more effective and 
holistic disaster response from the start. 

Secondly, effective international rule making requires collaboration between many stakeholders: 
International Organizations, Governments and Civil Society.   

We need to work together, consult, provide evidence-based recommendations and consolidate 
international best practices. 

Thirdly, international rule making is only impactful at the domestic level and serves those who 
are most vulnerable in times of crisis if its implementation is driven by national and local 
actors—like our member Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies--who understand the country 
context and can guide the adaptation of international norms to that context.  

When Governments around the world emerge from this current crisis, many should draw on 
their experience of the COVID-19 pandemic to review and strengthen their legal frameworks for 
disaster risk management domestically and agree on tools like global pandemic treaty.  

We have a real, once in a life-time opportunity to review law and policy for disasters and 
consider what improvements need to be made.  
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As Benjamin Franklin once said: “By failing to prepare, we are preparing to fail”. Not again. We 
can’t allow ourselves to get caught off guard, again. We must act now.  

Thank you.  


