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International Disaster Reduction Day is an opportunity to once again focus the attention of the international community on the vital and ever-topical question of natural disasters. Despite the efforts of local communities, governments and international organizations, natural disasters continue to exact a terrible toll worldwide in human, economic and environmental terms. Recent months have witnessed several such disasters: floods and storms have ravaged Haïti, Jamaica and other countries of the Caribbean as well as parts of Latin America, India, Bangladesh and China; powerful earthquakes have struck the Islamic Republic of Iran and Morocco; locusts and drought have continued to plague Africa; and wildfires have wrought devastation in several parts of Europe. Moreover, it is the poor and disadvantaged who tend to suffer the most as a consequence of these natural calamities.

Vulnerability to natural hazards, coupled with uncertainties stemming from global climate change and the occurrence of extreme weather phenomena, is becoming an increasing source of concern. The time has come for a major conceptual shift from a preoccupation with disaster response to an emphasis on disaster reduction, thereby underscoring the crucial role of human thought and action in the minimization of risk. 

This year, International Disaster Reduction Day has as its main focus the theme of learning as a key element in building a culture of prevention. Only on the basis of such a culture can risk prevention draw lessons from its political, economic and social dimensions. Anticipation, planning and preparedness are the essential tools of effective risk prevention, and each is grounded upon knowledge and information. The need to educate for risk prevention and disaster reduction is becoming increasingly imperative.

Operating as it does at the interface between education, science, the social sciences, culture and communication, UNESCO is particularly well placed to address the challenge of constructing a culture of prevention. Through its lead role in the field of knowledge management and education at the forthcoming United Nations World Conference on Disaster Reduction, to be held at Kobe, Japan, from 18 to 22 January 2005, UNESCO will seek to further develop the theme of learning to prevent and reduce risk. Through learning we can – and must – seek to reduce the tragic effects of natural disasters.
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