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Johannesburg hosts global disaster resilience talks, spotlights nature-based solutions

The G20 Disaster Risk Reduction [DRR] Working Group Meeting commenced this week in Johannesburg at the Sandton Convention Centre, with delegates from G20 member countries, including China, Japan, Germany, Brazil, Italy, Canada, Australia, India, and England, alongside representatives from the United Nations, the European Union, and various NGOs, converging to strengthen international collaboration on disaster risk reduction. The four-day programme, which began with a site visit to Kliptown to observe community-level early warning systems for smoke detection, places a strong emphasis on scaling up innovative approaches, particularly Nature-Based Solutions [NbS].

Nature-Based Solutions harness healthy ecosystems to mitigate disaster risks while simultaneously delivering co-benefits for communities and biodiversity. Examples include restoring wetlands to absorb floodwaters, planting mangroves for coastal protection, and reforesting hillsides to prevent landslides, offering sustainable, cost-effective, and community-driven resilience.

Throughout Day 2 and Day 3, discussions focused on four key priorities: addressing inequalities and reducing vulnerabilities to ensure preparedness reaches marginalised communities; expanding global coverage of early warning systems to provide timely alerts to all populations; developing disaster-resilient infrastructure through innovative designs; and promoting ecosystem-based approaches for DRR and Nature-Based Solutions, including policies that incentivise investment in NbS.

Dr. Bongani Elias Sithole, Chair of the G20 DRR Working Group and Head of the National Disaster Management Centre South Africa, highlighted the challenge of integrating NbS across governmental spheres. "One of our biggest challenges is aligning nature-based solutions across different spheres of government, as each tends to operate in its own way," Dr. Sithole noted. He added that the meeting's outcomes would influence local practice by integrating lessons from other countries on community involvement and volunteer training into South Africa's ongoing national disaster management system review, aiming for a more agile and coordinated response.

Mr. Soichiro Yasukawa, Chief of Disaster Risk Reduction at UNESCO Paris, underscored the importance of robust scientific data to validate NbS. He stated, "A major data gap for Nature-Based Solutions is how to effectively quantify their benefits. There is still scepticism about whether NbS can match or surpass traditional infrastructure projects in effectiveness." UNESCO is working to strengthen data and measurement to prove the value and reliability of NbS, hoping this evidence will unlock essential private sector funding for global scaling.

As the Working Group meeting concludes, the overarching message is clear: building resilience with nature necessitates global cooperation, solid data, supportive policies, and the active involvement of local communities. Should the commitments discussed this week translate into concrete national actions, they promise not only to protect populations from disasters but also to safeguard the vital ecosystems that sustain life.
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