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STATISTICS DIVISION 

 Developing Guidance for a Harmonized Basic Range of  

Disaster-related Statistics 
 

This Stats Brief introduces the work of the Asia-Pacific Expert Group on Disaster-related Statistics to develop 

statistical guidance on a basic range of disaster-related statistics. The initial focus of the work pertains to 

disaster occurrences and immediate impacts of disasters. One of the key challenges for improving 

harmonization of disaster-related statistics is the differences in the use of terminologies in the disaster risk 

reduction literature and in official statistics. Therefore, this Stats Brief focuses on the proposals for definitions 

and use of terminology under discussion by the Expert Group towards finalizing harmonized guidance on 

disaster-related statistics.  

 

Asia-Pacific Expert Group on Disaster-related 

Statistics 

In ESCAP resolution 70/2 on “Disaster-related statistics in 

Asia and the Pacific”, the Commission decided to establish 

an expert group comprising statisticians and disaster risk 

reduction experts to work towards developing a basic range 

of disaster-related statistics. The Expert Group is comprised 

of officially nominated experts from national statistics offices 

and national disaster management agencies from 14 Asia and 

Pacific countries along with disaster information experts from 

many collaborating international organisations. 

The Expert Group has met on three occasions. The Group’s 

2
nd

 meeting was held on the side-lines of the 3
rd

 United 

Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in 

Sendai, Japan. The Expert Group emphasized the importance 

of developing a  basic range of disaster-related statistics that 

is aligned with the Sendai Framework for Disaster risk 

Reduction 2015-2030 (Sendai Framework) adopted by the 

Conference.  

During its 3
rd

 Meeting, held in Bangkok, Thailand last 

October, the group discussed a provisional draft outline and 

summary of core principles for a framework for disaster-

related statistics (DRSF), including descriptions of 

measurement scope  and basic definitions for  a Core Set of 

statistics on disaster occurrences and direct impacts. 

The Sendai Framework and the SDGs 

The Sendai Framework is timely and useful for the work of 

the Expert Group because the Framework provides a clear 

scope of demand for related statistics, through its 7 agreed 

targets: 

1. Reduce global disaster mortality 

2. Reduce the number of affected people 

3. Reduce direct disaster economic loss 

4. Reduce disaster damage to critical infrastructure 

and disruption of basic services, among them health 

and educational facilities  

5. Increase the number of countries with national and 

local disaster risk reduction strategies 

6. Enhance international cooperation  

7. Increase the availability of and access to multi-

hazard early warning systems and disaster risk 

information 

 

A similar set of targets has been incorporated in the United 

Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS), 

Target 11.5 states:  

“By 2030 significantly reduce the number of deaths and the 

number of affected people and decrease the economic losses 

relative to GDP caused by disasters, including water-related 

disasters, with the focus on protecting the poor and people in 

vulnerable situations”  

Framework for disaster-related statistics (DRSF) 

One of the foremost challenges to analysis of currently 

available disaster-related statistics is a lack of harmonization 

with the use of terminology across databases of disaster-

related statistics. The Sendai Framework and Sustainable 

Development refer explicitly to basic terms such as “direct 

impacts”, “affected people”, “economic losses”, “critical 

infrastructure”, and so on. However, measurement of these 

concepts has not yet been standardized across productions of 

statistics from official sources.   

An advantage for a framework approach to developing 

common regional guidelines for disaster-related statistics is to 

build clarity and consensus on a common set of definitions 

and classifications that are internally coherent so that 

internationally agreed targets and indicators can be monitored 

with comparable statistics from across the region.  

As a minimum for monitoring progress towards achievement 

of the Sendai Framework an SDG targets, comparable 

statistics on occurrences of disasters and their direct impacts 

(e.g. deaths and damages to infrastructure) should be 

available for all member States. Thus, the draft DRSF builds 

upon an initial core set of definitions and measurement rules 

for statistics on occurrences and direct impacts of disasters. 
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Measurement of Disaster Occurrences 

A disaster is: “a serious disruption of the functioning of 

society, causing widespread human, material or 

environmental losses which exceed the ability of the affected 

society to cope using only its own resources” -  The United 

Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

(UNISDR). 

In order to use the above definition for statistics purposes, 

criteria are needed to further indicate and categorize impact 

("affected society") and inability to cope under normal 

circumstances or without some type of emergency plan or 

call for assistance (“exceed the ability … to cope”). The draft 

DRSF outlines this, and also proposes that an event to be 

included as a disaster in official statistics be discrete 

(countable) occurring in a specific location and during a 

specific time frame (beginning and end to the disaster). 

The sources of disasters are natural hazards. A listing of 

hazard types and their definitions was compiled in the IRDR 

Peril Classification and Hazard Glossary (IRDR, 2015). The 

current proposal for the DRSF is to utilize the list of hazards 

and the definitions from IRDR (2015) as the basic reference 

for characterizing disaster occurrences by hazard type. 

According to the draft DRSF, provided there are observed 

direct social impacts and a specified and unique location and 

time frame, a natural hazard event (such as an earthquake) 

should be recorded in national databases as a disaster.  

In these general terms, the criteria for recording disaster 

occurrences statistics seem straight-forward. But, in practice 

standardized measurements of location (or impacts area), a 

discrete time frame, and direct impacts from a disaster can be 

complex.  The proposed DRSF provides specific guidance as 

a basis for recording these data with consistency across the 

diverse ranges of scales and types of disasters.  

Through multiple in-person and online discussions, the 

Expert Group has emphasized the importance of recognizing 

the existence of multi-hazard disaster occurrences as well. 

Multi-hazard disasters are single and discretely identifiable 

incidences of social impacts triggered by multiple hazards 

that are linked together. Indeed, some of the worst recent 

disasters in Asia and the Pacific were multi-hazard events, 

including the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and Tsunami, 

which caused more than 200,000 fatalities and the Great East 

Japan Earthquake and Tsunami of 2011, which resulted an 

estimated $165 billion in damages.  

Direct Impacts of Disasters  

The DRSF proposes an integrated conceptual model for 

disaster-related statistics in which the direct impacts are 

connected with identification of a disaster occurrence and its 

time period (beginning and end). Direct impacts are triggered 

by the disaster occurrence and happen during the emergency 

period immediately following the beginning of the event.  

For the most part, identification of direct impacts follows 

straight-forward from the definitions and boundaries of the 

framework. However, there are few special exceptions under 

consideration by the Expert Group for the draft DRSF. 

For example, evacuations during a hazard warning phase and 

prior to a disaster emergency period have costs that may be 

considered direct impacts from a disaster. Similarly, medical 

care that extends in time beyond the disaster occurrence 

period should be considered as part of direct impacts 

measurement as long the costs are directly triggered by the 

disaster occurrence and not from a separate event. 

The scheme below is a visual representation of the current 

proposed framework for measurement of disasters and their 

direct impacts. 

 

 
[A] Beginning of the generation of direct impacts: disaster occurrence. 

[B] Ending of the generation of direct impacts: end of the disaster occurrence (emergency) period. 

[C] Impacts generated by sudden hazards & [D] by Slow risks when their accumulation turns into a disaster (flip). 

[E] Cost of early actions to mitigates losses during this particular occurrence period (e.g. by evacuating population). 

[F] Assets losses during the occurrence period; economic assets reflect expected future benefits 

[G] Losses due to direct impacts: loss of growing crops and non-produced goods (e.g. picking up of forest berries, mushrooms, firewood…) & 

medical costs. 

[H] Losses from indirect impacts (e.g. due to assets degradation). They are not recorded in Core DRSF. 
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In the broadest terms, the types of statistics on direct impacts 

of disasters can be classified into four categories: direct 

human impacts ("affected population"), direct economic 

material impacts, direct impacts on cultural heritage, and 

direct environmental impacts. Standard tables, developed for 

recording statistics on these four types of direct impacts, are 

currently being tested by four Asia and Pacific countries. 

Statistics on Disaster Risk Reduction 

Interventions 

In addition to occurrences of disasters and their impacts, the 

Sendai Framework emphasizes the importance of monitoring 

interventions to enhance risk reduction, especially in the 

targets 5-7.  While the core focus of the draft DRSF is to 

produce basic statistics on disaster occurrences and direct 

impacts, the risk reduction side should be addressed at an 

early stage of disaster-related statistics development because 

it is essential element for assessing and improving current 

policies. 

Measurement of economic activity, including but not limited 

to public sector interventions for risk reduction and 

management, can be produced through compilation of a 

satellite account to the System of National Accounts (SNA). 

The purpose of satellite accounts are to apply the SNA 

conceptual framework to focus on a specific field or aspect of 

economic and social behaviour (UN, 2008), in this case the 

suggestion is to develop satellite accounting tables for 

economic activity  related to reducing disaster risk.  

A provisional and annotated Disaster Risk Reduction 

Characteristic Activities (DRRCA) classification was 

developed for the draft DRSF, based largely on the 

terminologies and related examples or definitions under 

development by UNISDR and the open-ended 

intergovernmental expert working group on indicators and 

terminology for the Sendai Framework.  The Asia-Pacific 

Expert Group is connecting with this working group in order 

to ensure consistency with future requirements for the Sendai 

Framework and SDG monitoring.  

UNISDR has proposed a general definition for disaster risk 

reduction as “the policy objective aimed at preventing new 

and reducing existing disaster risk and managing residual 

risk, all of which contributes to strengthening resilience.” 

Sometimes disaster reduction activities will take place during 

a disaster occurrence period. However, a basic difference in 

scope between statistics on direct impacts of disasters and 

disaster risk reduction is that the latter is designed with 

reference to generally expected risk or probabilities of 

disasters, as opposed to direct impacts that are triggered by a 

specific incident. 

Another useful element for the DRSF risk reduction 

component is a compilation of geo-referenced information on 

known disasters, and also known exposure or management 

areas (such as the areas covered or not covered by early 

warning systems).  This type of information can be overlaid 

with data on risk management and also with statistics on past 

occurrences and impacts in order to assess risk reduction 

policies and learn from experiences across the region on how 

the seven Sendai Framework targets are best achieved. 

Way Forward 

Four countries in Asia and the Pacific: Bangladesh, Fiji, 

Indonesia and the Philippines, are currently testing the DRSF 

with respect to existing data. The results of the pilot testing 

will be taken into consideration by the Expert Group during 

2016 toward finalization of the Framework and associated 

statistical guidance.  

In line with the agreed Terms of Reference for the group, the 

results of this work will be submitted for review by the 

ESCAP Commission, guided by the Committee on Disaster 

Risk Reduction and the Committee on Statistics. It is 

anticipated that this close interaction with ESCAP’s existing 

intergovernmental decision-making bodies will support a 

strong uptake of the final version of the DRSF at the national 

level, leading to improved overall quality of disaster-related 

statistic for policy-relevant analyses across Asia and the 

Pacific.  

 

For more information regarding ESCAP’s work 

in statistics development please visit: 

http://www.unescap.org/our-work/statistics  

Contact us: stat.unescap@un.org 
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