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Introductory Remark from OECD Deputy Secretary-General Yves Leterme  

 
 Madame la Chacelliere de la Confédération Suisse, Minister, Dear Delegates and Participants,  

Welcome to the Joint OECD – Swiss federal Chancellery Workshop on Inter-Agency Crisis 

Management. It is an honour for me to open this workshop, which is an important building block  

in the work of the OECD’s newly established High Level Risk Forum. We very much appreciate 

that you have come here today, from several continents, to share your expertise with us.    

Before we begin, I would like to express my thanks to the Swiss Federal Chancellery, and 

particularly the Chancellor, Ms. Casanova, for their support and very effective collaboration with 

the OECD. 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

Since very Ancient times, the number one duty, the number one task of whatever public authority 

there is is to protect its own people. In this fields the expectancies of the population are very high. 

I had the experience during my years as Prime Minister in Belgium to declare war to Lybia, to 

save banks, to draft budget with fairly strict and severe measures and I always had a reaction 

from the citizens, but, the two times when there was a disaster, a catastrophy in my country - the 

first time it was with a very important train accident in the neighbourhood of Brussels and the 

second time it was related to a gas explosion in the city of Liège -  this is totally different, the 

expectancies, the emotions that go to the whole of the population, the whole public opinion and 

the things that are awaited from the public authotity, this is of a totally different order.  

And so it is very clear that risk management, also in times when there is no catastrophe has to be 

very high on the political agenda, and it is very high on the political agendas of many OECD 



countries as worldwide. As was evident in remarks delivered at the G20 Summit last week in Los 

Cabos, the OECD Secretary General Angel Gurria fully shares your commitment, the 

commitment of the starting High-Level Risk Forum,  to improving risk management, on the basis 

of exchange of best practices and of building-up a common strategy to address more and more 

international, cross-border impact  including coordination at international level of systemic or 

catastrophic risks. The issue was underscored on several occasions by G20 leaders. There are 

expectations at the highest political level that countries can come together to deliver stronger and 

more coherent risk management. It is experts such as yourselves that will drive the design of 

better policies – a challenging but also motivating task. 

Governments are confronted with an increasing number of crises, each bringing new threats, 

spreading beyond national borders and creating significant economic knock-on effects. The 

OECD report on Future Global Shocks highlights the vulnerabilities of our interconnected, global 

economy. The concept of “global shocks” takes account of a different pattern of risk: cascading 

risks that become active threats as they spread across global systems, whether these arise in 

health, climate, social or financial systems. In the wake of the financial and fiscal crises, global 

leaders are acutely aware that further systemic shocks could severely challenge economic 

recovery, social cohesion and even political stability. 

 

Governments are always at the forefront of efforts to manage these disruptive events, and 

citizens' trust in government is directly impacted by how swiftly and efficiently they perform in this 

essential responsibility. The complexities of modern crises often require the involvement of many 

actors above and beyond the emergency services, and this implies effective coordination for a 

successful outcome. 

This raises significant public governance issues, as these functions are often coordinated at the 

centers of governments. The capacity to manage crises is a fundamental element of good 

governance, as it tests governments' capacity to provide the right responses at the right time to 

protect their citizens and businesses and mitigate the impact of disasters.  Ensuring that national 

authorities have the right tools and institutional framework for coordinated action is critical. So too 

are  regular drills and exercises with clear and precise processes to ensure swift responses. 

These capacities are often readjusted and revisited in the aftermath of a major crisis or a 

catastrophic event as illustrated in many countries. While specialized services are needed to 

handle different types of disruptive events, governments must also complement reactive 

approaches with proactive and strategic thinking to stay ahead of the curve and think ahead in 
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the future. We are therefore very grateful to our Swiss friends and colleagues for this very timely 

initiative.  

It is not only a question of governance, of course. Resources and political support are also 

crucial. Presentations at the OECD high Level Risk Forum in December 2011 underlined the real 

need to invest resources in the tools of risk assessment. Risk is not always a popular choice for 

public funding. Discussions at OECD have also highlighted the need to engage senior political 

leaders regarding the importance of investing in risk management capacities. This is not only a 

theoretical issue- it has very practical consequences, for example in terms of where to set up 

support centers and capacities for interventions, and how to address the trade-off of having 

highly specialised expert centers or ensuring proximity of response services wherever an event 

might occur.  

Are governments doing enough to strengthen their core capacities for crisis management and 

strategic foresight in an increasingly uncertain world, and to make societies and economies more 

resilient?  What actions are best suited to manage prevent them? What options are there to 

improve planning, response and the transfer of risks? And, of course, governments are only one 

of many actors that need to be involved. How well are governments working with the private 

sector and with civil society? 

There are many questions that need to be answered. The OECD established the High-Level Risk 

Forum precisely so that countries could exchange experience about what works, what does not 

and in both cases analyse why. Broad participation in the Forum of representatives from 

international organisations, the private sector and major think tanks reflects the fact that 

governments are not alone in these efforts and that they need to be tackled together.  

Today’s workshop is a concrete example of how the Forum facilitates cross country learning. The 

goal is to strengthen collaborative relationships amongst crisis managers,  sharing and identifying 

good practices. We are grateful to all the crisis managers, experts and practitioners from 

government, as well as from industry, think-tanks and other international organisations who have 

come to share with us their strategic insights. We are confident that its outcomes will include 

foundations towards a better understanding of modern crisis management.  Finally, 

communication is a key dimension of risk management and plays a crucial role during a crisis. 

Government strategies have to address the challenge of the new social media, with multiple 

sources of information that suddenly appear in the midst of a crisis. I am very happy to see that 



OECD will explore this issue further in the workshop tomorrow to be held jointly with the 

International Risk Governance Council.  

 Dear Delegates and participants, I wish you very fruitful and productive discussions. 

Thank you very much for joining us today. We look forward to hearing your conclusions, which 

will be shared at our next meeting of the High Level Risk Forum at the OECD in Paris in 

December 2012.  

 


