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Executive Summary

This document sets out a brief account of the issue of climate and disaster risk, with the intention of identifying opportunities for advancing disaster risk reduction through climate change policies and programmes. It describes the common concerns of the disaster risk reduction and climate change communities, which include the rising frequency and size of climate-related disasters and the growing policy interest in better adaptation to climate variability and change. It notes that disaster risk reduction approaches offer practical, well-established tools for application in adaptation strategies and it stresses the need for the disaster risk reduction and climate change communities to work together to synergistically advance both fields. The document notes some of the current activities ISDR partner in this area and provides recommendations for the future. 

1. Disasters and climate change

Two-thirds of all disasters are climate or weather-related, principally through drought, flooding, and storms. Flooding can inflict high tolls in lives lost and damaged infrastructure, while droughts bring prolonged devastation and often famine to many millions. The impacts are especially severe on those who are already suffering as a result of poverty and disease. It is clear that many countries and communities are not resilient to the natural variability of the climate.

Of considerable concern is the evidence that the scale of reported impacts of climate and weather-related events has grown substantially over the last thirty years. The reasons for the increase are not completely clear but growing social and economic vulnerabilities appear to be the main cause. However, changes in the climate may also be a factor. Meteorological data show clear rises in global temperature over the last century. There is also some evidence of small rises in rainfall and rainfall intensities though these do not appear to be sufficient to account for the rise in disaster impacts. 

It is now well established that increasing atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations are highly likely to warm the Earth and to lead to other changes in the climate over the coming decades and centuries (IPCC, 2001). This includes projections for a likely general increase in the intensity of drought conditions and high rainfall events, though there is great uncertainty about the details of where and when these changes will become evident and whether storminess and the El Niño phenomenon will change materially. However it is likely that the impacts of progressive climate change will be most evident in changes in extreme events. 

Within the climate change issue, the question of disasters holds a special place as one of the most feared of possible outcomes, yet it is one of the most difficult to define and most uncertain of the possible consequences. Uncertainty itself is a critical concern, as it means we must allow for the possibility, however remote, of very major impacts in future. The combination of high impact and high uncertainty requires that disasters and disaster reduction be central to the scientific and policy debates on climate change. 

Disasters were not very well addressed in the IPCC reports, mainly because disasters are complex events arising from multifaceted human vulnerability rather than simply the intensity of the climatic hazard. Climate change trends and projections focus on fundamental meteorological conditions, for which there are good data and good models. By contrast the data sets on disasters are relatively short and ill-defined. The IPCC sectoral assessments of impacts concern the distant future and do not deal adequately with the crosscutting complexity of disasters. This leaves a significant gap of information concerning disasters in the time frame of concern to the disaster risk managers. Current IPCC plans for the structure and content of its next fourth assessment report are expected to provide a much-improved assessment of disaster issues.

2. Climate change policy

Climate change constitutes an exceptionally complex challenge for humanity, for several reasons - its source is rooted in economic development and involves almost all sectors and all human activity, its impacts are potentially enormous yet are very varied for different groups and highly uncertain, and the time scales of both the causes and the effects are very long, much longer than most public and policy concerns. 

With the growth and maturing of the scientific evidence, the issue has grown in public interest and political profile. In 1992, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was developed to provide an international policy framework for addressing the problem. The main focus to date has been on mitigation, i.e. the control of the root causes, namely greenhouse gas emissions, particularly through the Kyoto Protocol that was opened for signature in 1998.

The UNFCCC calls for National Communications on each country’s status in respect to emissions and on policies and actions concerning climate change. Very few of the national communications published by the UNFCCC Secretariat make any reference to disasters or disaster risk reduction. 

More recently, the 2001 Marrakech Accords took significant steps toward addressing the results, rather than causes, of climate change, with a set of initiatives concerning vulnerability and adaptation, including the development of National Adaptation Plans of Action (NAPAs) for the least developed countries, and mechanisms for funding projects on these issues through the Global Environment facility (GEF). The Accords encouraged governments to integrate climate change adaptation into other policy domains, and emphasized that the starting point for addressing vulnerability to climate change was the enhancement of existing means of coping with climate variability and extremes.

In response to these moves, an Adaptation Policy Framework (APF) is being developed under the auspices of UNDP to develop no-regret policy options and alternatives for incorporation into development planning and projects. Disaster risk reduction perspectives clearly have an important role to play in the NAPA process and can contribute to enhancing the national communications process. However there is some concern in the disaster risk management community that adaptation activities may be advancing without appreciation of disaster risk reduction knowledge and coordination, and hence with the potential for duplication or ineffectiveness.  

3. Disaster risk reduction

Disaster risk reduction is guided by three principles; (i) disasters occur because of human vulnerability to natural hazards, (ii) human vulnerability to hazards is increasingly a result of development, and (iii) disasters can be reduced through policies and practice that reduce risk and vulnerability. Taken together, these principles imply that disaster reduction should be an integral component of the development process, as both a goal of development and a mechanism for its advancement.  Disaster reduction is increasingly being seen as having an important role in poverty reduction.

The reduction of disasters requires a systematic approach, firstly to assess and monitor the risk factors concerning both the hazards and the human vulnerabilities, secondly, undertaking practices that raise awareness of risks and that act to reduce risks, and thirdly supporting these activities with effective policy, law and administrative processes. The various elements involved are currently being developed into a conceptual framework, under a joint UNDP ISDR Secretariat initiative. A compendium of practical experience in disaster risk reduction has been published in the ISDR Living with Risk publication. 

Concern among countries about the impacts of disasters on both developing and developed countries led the United Nations to establish in 2000 the Inter-Agency Task Force on disaster reduction (IATF/DR), the Inter-Agency Secretariat of the ISDR, and an associated trust fund, which together support the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR). This step followed the completion of the International Decade for Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) and the Yokohama Strategy and Plan Of Action for a Safer World, adopted at the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction, in Yokohama, Japan in 1994. Further UN resolutions have been issued to promote international cooperation to reduce the impacts of the El Niño phenomenon. 

The IATF/DR meets twice yearly and is composed of representatives and experts from a wide range on international, regional and national organizations, including the academic community and private sector. It is primarily a forum for coordination, exchange of information and policy discussion. The IATF/DR established four working groups – WG1 on climate and disasters, led by WMO, WG2 on early warning, led by UNEP, WG3 on vulnerability and risk assessment, led by UNDP, and WG4 on wild land fires, led by the Global Fire Monitoring Centre. An ad hoc task group on drought has also been initiated. Climate change is an influence on, but not a prime subject of, the working groups.

The achievement of the ISDR primarily occurs through the programmes of the partners involved. Past efforts related to climate have primarily been directed at the issues of drought and flood management, early warning of extreme climatic events, management of El Niño impacts, and vulnerability and risk assessment. The IATF and ISDR Secretariat seek to improve disaster risk reduction mainly through advocacy, information dissemination, and coordination of activities. This has included, among other things, support to the UN Secretary-General to address a request to report to the 58th session of the UN General Assembly on the negative impacts of extreme weather events and associated natural disasters on vulnerable countries, in particular developing countries.

4. Enhancing the linkage between disaster risk reduction and adaptation 
The policy agenda on adaptation is moving quickly forward. The disaster reduction community can take advantage of this momentum and the widespread concern about climate-related disasters to raise the profile of disaster risk reduction and to advocate practical no-regrets policies and tools that address the needs of the climate change community. In doing so, the disaster reduction community can also directly benefit from the knowledge on adaptation being developed in the climate change community.

A central idea is that action to reduce vulnerability to today’s climate extremes through disaster risk reduction is a potent means of adaptation and an excellent way of building adaptive capacity in the long run. For example, the ongoing work to study the El Niño phenomenon and develop practical applications of seasonal forecasts will strengthen countries resilience to any major changes in seasonal climate in the future. 

Specific areas in which disaster risk reduction can aid adaptation include: early warning systems; seasonal climate forecasts and outlooks; insurance and related financial risk management; building design codes and standards; land use planning and management; water management including regional flood management, drainage facilities, flood prevention and flood-resistant agricultural practices; and environmental management, such as beach nourishment, mangrove and wetland protection, and forest management.) The general approaches to risk assessment, community involvement, awareness raising and information provision will also be useful.

At the strategic level, it will be necessary to develop a more integrated science research basis for the climate change and disaster risk reduction fields. The disaster risk reduction research community is relatively small and is largely oriented toward humanitarian community concerns. There would be significant advantages in greater engagement with the climate and global change research community, especially to advance the application of disaster risk reduction in development processes. An immediate opportunity is to engage in the IPCC fourth assessment process. 

A critical issue for the future is the development of a sound base of data on disasters and their causative factors, in order that policy concerning disasters and climate change has a proper quantitative basis. The will require considerable thought and research, in order to develop definitions and measurements that are both policy relevant and scientifically valid. 

It is also important that the many adaptation initiatives that are being considered or implemented be carried out in coordination with established public policy processes in disaster management and disaster reduction, since both are concerned with climate risk reduction and management. The ISDR is in a unique position to support informed collaboration with the climate change community. It will be important that disaster risk reduction is advanced through its incorporation into the formal processes being developed under the UNFCCC. Equally, the climate change issue will need to be addressed in the preparations for the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe in 2005. Weather-related natural hazards and climate change can no longer be treated separately in international policy and funding arenas.

5. Current ISDR initiatives   

Many ISDR partners have strong interests in climate variability and change, as outlined in the report on the ISDR by the UN Secretary General to the 58th session of the General Assembly, and there is increasing collaboration among the partners and the Secretariat to develop specific activities focussed at the interface between disaster risk reduction and climate change. These include, inter alia, the following.

· A process to develop a major, multi-stakeholder, consultative policy paper on the issue was launched at the UNFCCC Subsidiary Bodies meeting in Bonn in June 2003 by a partnership between the Netherlands Red Cross Centre on Climate Change and Disaster Preparedness (NRCCC), German Technical Cooperation (GTZ) and the ISDR Secretariat. The initiative is partly modelled on the recent Poverty and Climate Change report and is expected to be completed by late 2004. The next steps include the completion of a first draft outline, outreach to develop the suite of stakeholder organizations, and the development of the consultation process.

· A newsletter titled DR+CC Infolink to improve information exchange of the nexus of disaster reduction and climate change was started on a trial basis in August by a partnership between the ISDR Secretariat, UNDP and the NRCCC. Three issues are planned for 2003. The project is also intended to develop a network on the topic and 

· UNDP’s Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery (BCPR) is developing a project to develop an integrated climate risk management (ICRM) approach to disaster reduction and adaptation, in consultation with a number of partners. The project will be grounded in specific country contexts.

· The NRCCC has developed a position paper on climate change and disasters for presentation to the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) quadrennial Congress in late 2003, with a view to strengthening the institutional links between, disaster prevention and preparedness entities and climate change focal points at the national level.

· The ISDR Secretariat and the NRCCC interacted with the IPCC Secretariat to promote the interests of disaster risk reduction in the planning of the next IPCC assessment report, and to promote the involvement of disaster risk reduction experts in the process. WMO and UNEP co-sponsor the IPCC.

· A project sponsored by the World Conservation Union (IUCN), the International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) and the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) has developed a conceptual paper titled “Livelihoods and Climate Change” which aims to combine disaster risk reduction, natural resource management and climate change adaptation into a new approach to the reduction of vulnerability and poverty.

· Private sector reinsurance companies such as Munich Re and Swiss Re periodically analyse and report on disaster risks and their long-term changes.

· The ISDR Secretariat is in dialogue with the UNFCCC Secretariat to promote disaster risk reduction in UNFCCC processes, including offers of input to the development of guidelines on NAPAs and to the development of an adaptation information base. 
· Although the ISDR Secretariat has no explicit funding for climate change related work, it is nevertheless advancing a small portfolio of activities, principally those noted above. Other activities include collaborating with GTZ to trial the use of disaster risk approaches in the mainstreaming of adaptation into development projects and the preparation of a book chapter on climate and disaster risk reduction in Africa.
7. Conclusions and recommendations

This briefing lays out the case for a more systematic involvement of the disaster risk reduction community in the formulation and implementation of climate change adaptation policies. There is considerable common ground and many potential synergies between the two communities, even if these are not yet widely recognized. There is a need for the disaster risk reduction community to be more proactive in advancing its aims and its capacities to the policymakers and their advisers concerned with climate change. Among other things, this would help avoid lack of coordination and duplication of efforts.

It is therefore timely for the IATF to endorse a more deliberate ISDR approach on the matter, and to encourage ISDR partners and the Secretariat to collaborate to achieve a stronger awareness and use of disaster risk reduction in climate change adaptation.

In particular, noting the significant impacts of climate-related disasters and the moves to develop adaptation policies and programmes under the UNFCCC, the IATF may wish to stress the potential of adaptation activities to advance disaster risk reduction and the potential for disaster risk reduction to serve adaptation needs, and to call upon its members and supporters to more actively collaborate and engage with the climate change community to advocate and achieve the application of disaster risk reduction in adaptation policies and programmes. It could consider steps to support the development of the multi-stakeholder policy paper on disaster risk reduction and climate change, for example by forming a task group to assist and contribute to the policy paper and to draw upon it for the Second World Conference on Disasters. This group could also encourage the active involvement of disaster risk specialists as lead authors and contributors in the IPCC assessment process and support the continued efforts of the Secretariat and other partners to stimulate and coordinate initiatives on the topic including interaction with the UNFCCC Secretariat and necessary resource mobilization.
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