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Message to Kobe
Water-related disasters are increasing in both extent and frequency. Because their consequences have strong repercussions on the development, economies, and ecosystems of countries in all regions of the world, the world community must address the problem of disasters, and particularly water-related disasters, in the coming years. Early action will ensure that human security and livelihoods are not severely compromised. 
The 2nd WWF Ministerial Statement (The Hague, 2000) on water security in the 21st Century addressed the major challenges of integrated water resources management, one of the seven being “risk management”. Because floods and droughts vary in severity, we may be able to influence their impact, but they are and will remain recurring yet incidental phenomena of the hydrological cycle. 

As societies become increasingly vulnerable and exposed, the losses from water-related disasters rise – the already staggering damage results from, for example, the urbanization of flood plains, the aggravation of poverty, and climatic variability and change. The solution is not simple. Because of the complexity of the connections between cause and effect in water-related disasters, any attempt to address the problem requires integrated action across all sectors and disciplines. Future activities should therefore consider water-related problems in various temporal and spatial scales, from local to regional and short-term to long-term.
International and interdisciplinary events, such as the World Conference on Disaster Reduction (Kobe, Japan, Jan. 18 – 22, 2005) and the International Workshop on Water and Disasters (London, Ontario, Dec. 13-14, 2004), play an important role in creating a common understanding of concepts, and in establishing the interdisciplinary networks and partnerships that are crucial for concerted action.

Over the last hundred years, humans have created thousands of dams, thousands of kilometers of dikes, reservoirs, bypasses, canals, emergency polders, and irrigation, drained millions of thousands of hectares of land, and established elaborate urban water management systems. However, despite these huge efforts, the frequency and severity of water-related disasters are on the rise. Population growth, climate change, and a lack of effective policy have caused us to fail in providing effective protection from the devastating powers of water and drought. We must do more. We must continue to battle water-related disasters through both structural and non-structural measures, institute a set of best practices that incorporate the lessons of the past, and broaden our focus to include both quantitative and qualitative considerations, particularly those related to human health and water quality. If we work together in a concerted fashion, these goals are attainable. 
Vulnerability is an intrinsic and dynamic characteristic of communities at risk that has, among others, social, economic, environmental, and institutional components. Therefore, only an integrated approach can succeed in the long-term reduction of vulnerability. Water-related risk management methods, including structural measures and early warning, are well-established in many countries, and routinely save thousands of lives and millions of dollars in property damage. Furthermore, modern integrated water management can both increase the benefits of floods, and cut the losses and costs associated with flooding. Particularly in developing countries, the application of water risk management methods offers great potential for reducing vulnerability and destruction.
Political will and governance play a vital role in creating a framework that makes water-related disaster reduction possible. Equally important is the task of preparing communities at a local level to be aware of and to manage their individual risks. Governments, from global to local levels, currently have many options available to them for reducing water-disaster related damages. For example, assessment, monitoring, and early warning of both the hazards of and the vulnerabilities to water-related disasters presently contribute to mitigating risks and consequent losses. In future, governments should continue to institute effective communication systems to provide early warning of disasters, to establish capacity-building programs, and to develop hazard and hazard-risk mapping strategies. To help governments, and to improve local preparedness, research and practical/operational results in all related fields and sectors must be interconnected to provide for maximum effectiveness. 
During the International Workshop on Water and Disasters, experts from various fields exchanged views on many water-related, interdisciplinary issues. They emphasized a shift in focus from the purely scientific/engineering approach to a more holistic, socio-economically inclusive approach to water-related disaster and vulnerability reduction. Experts also stated that scientific and engineering work, including the development and application of sound scientific and engineering methods, and the gathering, analysis, and particularly sharing of data, must remain a priority. To this end, the improvement of technical capacities in developing countries is crucial, as is the establishment of links to other relevant international activities, such as the study of climate change, which offers effective methodologies for adaptation and risk management.
Because the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe will bring together experts and representatives of disaster-reduction stakeholder groups, it presents a unique opportunity for the advancement of disaster reduction. Furthermore, the presence of government representatives should foster the political commitment necessary to establish the much-needed policy, legal and financial frameworks for disaster reduction. It is hoped, therefore, that through the participation of such a wide variety of actors the world conference (WCDR) will inaugurate a broad range of disaster-reduction initiatives. As one of many constructive, international initiatives, the International Workshop on Water and Disasters strongly supports the International Flood Initiative/Programme (IFI/P). The IFI/P promotes an interdisciplinary approach to flood management in order to mobilize individual and community resources and to assist governments in minimizing loss to life, at the same time aiming at sustainable development of flood-prone areas. To ensure the success of this initiative and others, governments must continue to support institutes and centres for disaster research. Initiatives like these mark a promising start, but much work remains to be done.
Participants of the Workshop.
PAGE  
2

