
V. 01 Apr 2019 

     

 

 

Working Sessions 

Concept Note Template 

Event title Integrated Risk Management, Ecosystems and Water-Related 

Risks 

Date and Time Friday 17 May; 15:00-16:30 

Venue/ Room 

no. 

Room 3 

UNISDR Focal 

Points 
Animesh Kumar,  

Deputy Chief, UNISDR Asia-Pacific Office 

animesh.kumar@un.org  

Rosalind Cook 

External Relations Officer, UNISDR Europe Office 

rosalind.cook@un.org  

 

Organizing Team 

Members 

1. AI Systems Research LTDA 

2. Czech Republic, Ministry of the Environment 

3. Functional Multirisk Center of Calabria 

4. Global Water Partnership 

5. PEDRR (represented by Wetlands International) 

6. Swiss Federal Office for the Environment 

7. UiT the Arctic University of Norway 

8. UK Met Office 

9. UNCCD (also representing FAO) 

10. UNECE 

11. WFP 

12. WMO 

Background and 

Rationale 

 

Why the focus on water-related risks? 

Water-related disasters account for almost 90% of the 1,000 most 

disastrous events that have taken place since 1990 (UNISDR, 2017). 

Climate change is a key driver that exacerbates water-related risks and 

slow-onset disasters. The impacts of severe hydro-meteorological events, 
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including water-related disasters, result in multiple casualties and 

significant damage to infrastructure, wiping out hard-earned development 

gains in a devastating stroke. This may be the case even though such 

disasters have been forecast, with timely and accurate early warning 

information disseminated to those at-risk.  

The poor and vulnerable, particularly women and girls, and vulnerable 

populations in regions where risks may exacerbate, fragility, conflict or 

forced displacement and affect peace and security, suffer most. Economic 

and environmental losses associated with water-related hazards are on the 

rise globally. Countries, communities and individuals are called upon to 

step up their investments in resilience and address underlying drivers of 

disaster risk; including climate change and unsustainable management of 

land and water resources.  

An integrated approach to managing water-related risks 

Water as the limiting factor 

Water-related disasters range from extreme droughts to unprecedented 

floods, caused due to deficit or excess of water. Water, thus, emerges as 

the limiting factor that determines such extreme events. The complex 

interaction between these two extremes need to be clearly understood. A 

holistic perspective calls for a joint consideration by application of 

sustainable integrated water resources and comprehensive flood and 

drought risk management. Overexploitation of both surface and 

groundwater has emerged as a key factor of unsustainable natural 

resource management resulting in both scarcity and contamination of 

water. 

Strengthening drought risk management  

Drought is a disaster which creeps up gradually, causing devastation 

indirectly by steadily reducing supplies of water and food. Referred to as a 

“forgotten” disaster because of its gradual indirect nature, drought usually 

does not get the attention it should receive at policy and planning levels. 

The challenge is that quantifying drought impacts is difficult because they 

are indirect, and often have transboundary implications, necessitating 

regional action and response.  Also, less severe droughts may not 

necessarily cause humanitarian emergencies, but still hampers rural 

development and prosperity in many parts of the world through its 

devastating impacts on the livelihoods of farmers. 

Despite recognition of the need to move away from crisis management to 

risk management, very limited efforts have been made to initiate a 

dialogue on the formulation and adoption of national drought policies. In 

addition, since there are different impacts of drought across economic 

sectors and society as well as different providers of information and 

solutions, there must be a collaborative effort to effectively manage the 

risk of droughts. This includes a systematic collection and analysis of data 

spread across multiple institutions, including within the government, 
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drought risk monitoring and early warning, and a holistic approach to 

addressing multi-hazard risks and slow-onset disasters. 

Floods:  Minimizing adverse impact, Maximizing benefits 

Global estimates show that floods are the most frequent disasters, 

accounting for 40 percent of the total disasters (resulting from natural 

hazards) since the turn of the century. Floods also account for 40 percent 

of the total disaster-affected people globally and, together with 

earthquakes and storms, cause the maximum economic damages 

(EMDAT). Average annual losses from earthquakes, tsunamis, tropical 

cyclones and river flooding are now estimated at US$314 billion in the built 

environment alone (GAR 2015). 

There is key evidence that fragmentation and canalization of water flows 

in the landscape, combined with sedimentation caused by upstream 

development, are among root causes of flood disasters as is shown in 

recent floods in India and the Philippines.   

Conversely, the positive impact of floods in certain ecosystems have also 

been analysed. For instance, floods serve to maintain fish spawning areas, 

to help fish migration, support agriculture and to flush debris, sediment 

and salt. These events are particularly important in dry climate regions 

that experience seasonal flooding followed by a period of drought. 

Variability in flow quantity, timing and duration is often critical for the 

maintenance of river ecosystems.  

A holistic approach is hence needed to effectively address flood risks (in 

coordination with other water-related risks, including droughts) and 

optimising its benefits.  

Ecosystems-based approaches  

The continuing uncertainty about the extent of climate change, and 

severity of impacts, suggests the need to enhance resilience of water-

related ecosystems and wetlands. Notably, we are already loosing 

wetlands ecosystems at an alarming rate due to ill-informed development. 

Wetlands importantly function as natural buffers, reducing water scarcity 

by releasing water in dry periods, and retaining water during floods.  

Riverine aquatic ecosystems – including rivers, wetlands and estuaries – 

provide such benefits as clean drinking water, food, materials, water 

purification, flood mitigation and recreational opportunities. The 

revitalisation and restoration of water courses are measures to create 

double benefits, on the one hand for the biodiversity (key condition for the 

buffer function of ecosystems) and on the same time to serve as a flood 

protection measure. Flood protection infrastructure, which is combined 

with the ecological upgrading of the watercourse (widening of the riverbed) 

can lead to decrease in discharge, resulting that the flood peaks in the 

lower reaches are dissipated. 

This makes ecosystem-based DRR (Eco-DRR) critical, at a landscape scale, 

as it envisions the sustainable management, conservation and restoration 

of ecosystems for providing services that reduce disaster risk by mitigating 

hazards and increasing livelihood resilience. 
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The ecological footprint from the unsustainable overconsumption of energy 

and natural capital far exceeds the planet’s biocapacity. Recognising this 

the Sendai Framework calls for promotion of ecosystem-based approaches, 

including for sustainable utilisation of shared resources, integrate risk 

assessment into rural development planning for effective management of 

mountains, rivers, coastal flood plain areas, drylands, wetlands, and an 

overall  preserving of ecosystem functions that help reduce risks.  

Challenges and Opportunities  

Enhancing risk knowledge  

Weather and flood modelling, and their application to early warning, is very 

valuable for exploring the paradigmatic shift from weather forecasts and 

warnings to more comprehensive multi-hazard impact-based forecasting 

and warning services. The utility of services and warnings is a direct 

function of the ability of end-users to utilize the risk information and take 

effective action. Considering this, institutional strengthening and 

improving forecasting systems and the quality of hydro-meteorological 

warnings are a necessary prerequisite to drive down adverse impacts of 

disasters. 

Forecast and early warning 

The result of the gap between early warning and action can be attributed 

to the disconnect between forecasts and warnings of hydro-meteorological 

events and a deeper understanding of their possible impacts. While there 

is a realization of what the weather might be, there is often a lack of 

understanding of what the weather might do. A holistic approach to 

observing, modelling and predicting severe hydro-meteorological events, 

including through establishing the thresholds, and resultant cascading 

hazards, to possible impacts requires sustained efforts and adopting an 

integrated risk management framework that is applicable to sudden- and 

slow-onset disasters alike. 

Need for a coherent approach to water-related risks 

Disasters not only have multiple impacts, subject to vulnerabilities and 

resilience levels, but also cascading and interconnected impacts. A single 

event can lead to a series of directly or indirectly related events or risks. 

Water-related disasters can be accelerated by extreme weather evens, but 

often root-caused by ill-informed water management (e.g. fragmentation 

or canalisation, overexploitation of groundwater) and a failure to integrate 

maintenance or restoration of the regulating services of natural water 

resources and ecosystems across the landscape (including upstream).  

Preventive action should be taken especially where water-related risk may 

exacerbate fragility, conflict, or forced displacement, and ultimately 

hamper peace and security. The relationships between the health, 

resilience, and management of freshwater ecosystems, water security, and 

peace deserve greater attention in the context of DRR, climate resilience 

and humanitarian strategies.  
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1 Some of these issues will be addressed in another Working Session on ‘Grey, Blue and Green 
Infrastructure’ 

Taking these into consideration, it is important to adopt a systemic 

approach to water risk management. This includes assessing the impact of 

each action on related policy actions.   

 

Ecosystems-based approaches  

Ecosystems-based approaches and integrated water resource 

management offer a key means to achieve coherence in addressing water-

related risks and play a critical role in sustaining the water cycle.  While 

remarkable efforts have been made to enhance the knowledge and 

advocacy on ecosystem-based approaches, there is a clear need to move 

from knowledge to practice, including through operationalizing and scaling-

up these approaches.  This gap can be bridged through a greater 

consolidation of good practices, development of operational guidelines that 

link wetlands management and DRR/CCA and policies that call for such 

integrated management approaches.   

There is a need to optimise ecosystem services to achieve disaster risk 

reduction objectives both from the prevention as well as recovery and long 

term reconstruction perspectives. Eco-DRR approaches not only is 

considered to be a key means to achieve sustainable (and resilient) 

development but also offer a suite of ‘no-regret options’ for DRR and 

adaptation. 

Enhancing investments  

A key outcome of the High-level Panel on Water included the need for 

better deployment of tools for risk assessment to identify and prioritize 

actions adopting a longer-term vision to build resilience, also taking into 

account uncertainties.  

Despite the potential gains from conservation, restoration and sustainable 

management of wetlands, they currently attract less than 1% of the total 

investment in water resource management (UN-Water, 2018). While 

energy resources, such as hydropower and biofuels are increasingly being 

promoted, it should also be recognised that these are heavily water 

dependent sources of energy. Majority of the adaptation measures in the 

water sector are focused on “grey” infrastructure (structures made of 

concrete), which are set to put more pressure on water and 

wetlands. There is a felt need to balance investments in “blue” (water-

related), “green” (land-based) and “grey” infrastructural solutions for 

realizing a more holistic integrative Eco-DRR approach1. 

Finally, there is an increasing need to ensure implementation through 

public-private and private-private partnerships.   

 

Natural Capital Accounting 

Natural Capital Accounting (NCA) enhances the understanding on 

increasing investments in ecosystem-based approaches.   When a country 

exploits its minerals, it is actually depleting the natural capital.  Long‐term 

development is a process of accumulation and sound management of a 

portfolio of assets—manufactured capital, natural capital, and human and 
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social capital, wherein natural capital is a critical asset, especially for 

developing countries where it makes up a significant share (36%) of total 

wealth (World Bank). While significant efforts have been undertaken to 

enhance the understanding of the value of natural capital, the System of 

Environmental-Economic Accounting (SEEA) being a key achievement, its 

translation into investments has remained a limitation.  

Session 

objectives 

 

What does this session aim to accomplish?   (2 to 3 bullets) 

The purpose of this session to explain the wide range of water risk, 

showcase good examples of integrated risk management and set out the 

key areas where substantial policy improvements and investments could 

be made. 

• Build a clear understanding of water risk and associated 

challenges and opportunities and promote a comprehensive 

approach to integrated risk management through ecosystem-

based approaches. 

• Highlight the key policy measures across different water risks and 

sectors, including, flood and drought, and provide 

recommendations to key priorities for NDC’s and NAP’s.  

• Demonstrate practical examples of replicable and scaleable 

ecosystem-based approaches, particularly in the water sector, and 

how to enhance investments in this sector. 

• Discuss how new technologies and media offer new ways to better 

manage water related risk, including through forecast and warning 

systems 

Agenda and 

Structure 

• Setting the Stage: Moderator  

• Keynote Address 

• Panel discussion: 4 panelists (excluding the keynote address). 

Each panellist has 5-7 minutes for a pitch.  

• Moderated discussion and questions from the floor.  

 

Seating arrangement ideally without a table – open to facilitate active 

audience participation  

 

Expected 

Outcomes  

1. What key recommendations can be made to policy makers to 

accelerate the implementation of the Sendai Framework for DRR? 

• The increasing risks of water related infrastructure should be 

factored into policy making 

• Water risks are complex: A comprehensive approach to integrated 

risk management on eco systems and water related risk is needed  

 

2. If applicable, how does this session contribute to the 

achievement of Sendai Target E? 

• Call for local and national DRR strategies to incorporate integrated 

risk management and ecosystem-based DRR approaches to 

manage water related risks  
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• Call for mainstreaming Eco-DRR and integrated risk management 

approaches into public and private sector investments across 

development sectors 

 

 

3. What inputs can be provided to the HLPF and Climate Change 

Summit to inform their deliberations from a Disaster Risk 

Reduction perspective?   

• Identify common/shared targets and indicators under the Sendai 

Monitor and SDGs that relate to water related risks and 

strengthen countries’ capacities to report against these targets 

and indicators  

• Call for the need to scale up investments and collaboration in 

relation to wetlands, and consider safeguarding them as one of 

the main priorities for achieving the SDGs 

 

 

Special 

commitments / 

Announcements  

Expected commitments in support of the implementation of the 

Sendai Framework and announcements from panellists or 

participants 

Proposed 

Moderator of the 

Session 

Monika Weber-Fahr, Executive Secretary, Global Water Partnership 
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