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IWRA’S 50TH ANNIVERSARY, 1971-2021

Interview
Olli Varis

Distinguished Professor and Matti Pursula Professor of Water Resources Management, Water and 
Development Group, Aalto University, Espoo, Finland

1. When did you first become a member of IWRA?
I think it was in 1999.

2. What responsibilities have you had with IWRA over the years?
Director, 2004–06, Vice-President, 2006–08, Chair of the Scientific Committee of the 
13th IWRA World Water Congress, Montpellier (France) 2008. Editor, Water 
International, 2008–10. Editorial board membership since 2011.

3. Who or what attracted you to IWRA and what kept you involved?
The first two issues that draw my attraction to IWRA in the late 1980s – at the time of 
doing my PhD – were IWRA’s excellent journal, Water International, and IWRA’s 
publicity material, including stands at various conferences. At conferences such as 
Stockholm Water Weeks, World Water Forums and some more specific workshops, 
IWRA and IWRA members were active, and I became to know many active members at 
that time.
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4. What is your professional background?
MSc in Water Resources Management, Helsinki University of Technology, 1983. MSc in 
Limnology, University of Helsinki, 1986. DSc in Water Resources Management, Helsinki 
University of Technology, 1991.

4a. How did you see IWRA supporting your professional work, and vice versa?
In the early years, IWRA was important as it had many of the same focal interest areas as 
my own personal ones. It provided lots of important contacts and possibilities to meet 
colleagues with similar interests. Many of these contacts have remained and have became 
a core professional contact network. Perhaps we, today’s seniors, could mingle better 
with young IWRA colleagues and help them in their career development.

5. How have you seen IWRA change during your career?
The world has changed enormously in terms of accessibility of research articles, data, 
possibilities to communicate with people, etc. At the same time, I have personally 
progressed from a junior scholar to a senior professor.

It is very difficult to assess how IWRA has changed, since the two above factors have 
changed my viewing angle and demands for IWRA.

IWRA is a membership organization, and as such, how it manifests to an individual is 
bound to be related to personal activity and the type of matching interests with other members 
and conference themes, etc. This is a very dynamic and partly an individual response anyway.

6. How have you seen the water sector change during your career?
The professional community has grown very fast. Interdisciplinarity has evolved a lot. 
Events which link science to policies have developed very much as well. The expansion of 
data and related data science applications has developed enormously, and keep develop-
ing with accelerated pace.

7. What improvements have you seen in the water sector over your career?
See above.

8. In your opinion, are there areas where the water sector has gone backwards?
I have a fear that the expansion of data and relative ease today to produce fancy 
modelling/stats/artificial intelligence (AI) analyses may set aside profound knowledge 
of physical and societal issues, and led to an erosion of deep understanding and wisdom 
on how we manage water. The information and data boom does not, however, need to be 
in any conflict with deep understanding, and in many cases, they go hand in hand. Many 
skills that used to be merely science and research skills have become the core of 
professional engineering and planning skills. The importance of lifelong learning has 
climbed to an entirely new level.

8a. Are there areas that you feel were much more functional or effective in the past?
I recall with high respect many senior scholars whose papers were very wise and 
educational for young scholar, from the times when I was junior. I hope that today’s 
PhD students find, and are exposed to, a similar type of experienced wisdom.
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9. What do you see as the new challenges to the water sector in the next 50 years?
Water continues to grow in importance along with the growing challenges of the planet 
and the mankind. Scientific links keep becoming increasingly important, but perhaps 
more challenging – although partly related – are intersectoral policy and planning 
linkages. Climate change, ecosystem contamination and degradation, desertification, 
massive urbanization, energy transformation, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, etc. are 
all deeply coupled to water and water resources management.

Water professionals need skill to keep water high on the agenda, and to deliver the 
message of water’s profound leveraging and interconnecting role in many key challenges.

10. What advice do you have for the young and future generations of water professionals?
Be theoretically strong, be passionate about solving real-life problems, be passionate 
about learning new things, look for impactful and multidisciplinary teams to work with, 
be innovative and creative. Turn these passions into action. Help and support one 
another.
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