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Mr. Chairman,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is an honour for me to address this meeting on behalf of Mr Michel Jarraud, Secretary-General of WMO. Mr Jarraud has asked me to convey to you his apologies for not being able to address you in person, due to a prior engagement. He also asked me to reiterate that WMO attaches so much importance to the work of the Inter-Agency Task Force because of the high relevance of its mandate to the activities of the Organization.

As you are aware, statistics over the last decades show that over 70 per cent of all natural disasters are of meteorological or hydrological in origin.  In the past 20 years, natural disasters worldwide have killed over three million people, inflicted injuries and facilitated spread of diseases and displaced over one billion people.  The economic losses continue to increase.  In the 1950s, losses from all natural disasters, including those of hydrometeorological origin, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, were estimated at US$ 4 billion per year, and in the 1990s at US$ 40 billion.  More than 65 per cent of these losses and nearly 90 per cent of people killed were due to weather-, climate- and water-related disasters, with more than 280 000 deaths attributable to drought in the 1990s.  Tropical cyclones alone account for an annual average of about 20,000 deaths and about US$ 6 billion in damages globally.  The 1997-98 El Niňo event resulted in global economic losses of more than US$ 96 billion, with 110 million people affected worldwide.  Statistics compiled by the Munich Insurance Group show that for the 50-year period 1950-1999, the great natural catastrophes, which were mainly weather- and climate-related, caused economic losses of US$ 960 billion and insurance losses of US$ 141 billion. 

While the loss figures are high, it is important to stress that this would have been even much higher without pre-disaster efforts, particularly early warning systems which contribute significantly to disaster preparedness, particularly in reducing loss of life and property.  WMO and the National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs) put specific emphasis on the role and contribution of early warning systems, for tornados and typhoons, floods and droughts and a whole range of natural disasters.  These forecasts and warnings are increasingly becoming of greater value.  For instance, in Canada, studies have estimated that the value of public weather forecasts to the households in Ontario alone was estimated at around US$ 1.26 billion per year.  It is also estimated that in the USA alone the value of “modest” and “high” skill ENSO forecast information to agriculture is around US$ 240 million and US$ 266 million, respectively.

In this regard, may I inform you that, through the World Weather Watch, WMO and NMHSs have at their disposal the surface-based subsystem of the Global Observing System comprising some 10 000 manned and automatic weather stations, 1 000 upper-air stations, 100 moored and over 1000 drifting buoys and hundreds of weather radars operated by National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs). In addition, some 7 000 ships provide observational data on a voluntary basis, while some 3 000 commercial aircraft provide more than 100 000 observations daily. There are about 450 000 hydrological stations over the globe that also provide observational data.  The space-based subsystem includes an operational constellation of geostationary and polar-orbiting satellites.  All data and information, as well as forecasts and warnings, are internationally exchanged through unique and dedicated WMO facilities and systems.  It is of interest to note that the global investments for this WWW system is about US$ 6 billion annually, which is a small fraction compared to the benefits that are provided.

In this connection, I would like to underscore the importance of explicit socio-economic studies to demonstrate clearly the cost-benefit from investments in natural disaster reduction, particularly in early warning systems.  The use of “investments” rather than “expenditure” is deliberate.  For example, studies of the economics of disasters showed that for every dollar spent on prevention and preparedness, between 100 and 1,000 dollars are required for an equivalent effect after a disaster.  This should be appealing to countries which are looking for greater efficiency and cost-effectiveness.
Given the fact that hydrometeorological disasters cut across eco-geographic regions, and in view of the need to deal with related problems through application of various competencies, it is incumbent on us all to ensure that we promote strong partnership in our different areas of operations and among nations. Neither WMO nor any other international organization can singularly face those challenges. Consequently, it is necessary to reinforce international cooperation and ensure more active involvement of nations and organizations.

Aware of this need, the new major WMO programme Natural Disaster Prevention and Mitigation, approved by the Fourteen Congress in 2003, has been formulated to play a significant role. It will contribute, inter alia, to identification of major threats as well as the adequate measures to be taken at various levels. The programme is also designed to promote the exchange of knowledge and experience. At national level, it will enhance the capabilities of the National Meteorological and Hydrological Services as an essential part of the national infrastructure to disaster risk reduction. The new programme will also promote the establishment of adequate and synergistic partnerships at international, regional and national level in order to pool the knowledge, experience and skills of the different involved organizations in this field to achieve common objectives. Let us make the best possible use of this programme so that we can, together, attain greater success in delivering our various services at national and international levels. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

There is no doubt that we have made tangible progress in recent years.  Nonetheless, the World Conference on Disaster Reduction (WCDR) which will be taking place from 18 to 22 January 2005 in Kobe, Hyogo, Japan, which is the focus of this IATF session, provides a unique opportunity to focus and develop further our efforts towards achieving desirable results in the decades ahead.  One achievement of the Conference, even before it is held, is that the process leading to it is in itself already helping stakeholders build capacity on issues relating to disaster reduction. Discussions during the preparatory process are indeed helpful in identification of problems, in sharing experiences and in proffering solutions to issues that would otherwise be difficult to tackle without the cross-fertilization of ideas. International partners are also able to improve cooperation on a wide range of issues concerning disaster reduction.  Further to this, a main challenge to this Inter Agency Task Force is to ensure that we attain a successful outcome for the Conference, particularly through the identification of key result areas and where appropriate, key hallmarks of success or key performance indicators.

As we plan for the Conference, I would suggest that we consider issues that are fundamental to resolving the problems associated with natural disasters. One of the most important area is the need to work on how to shift more investments from post-disaster recovery to risk management and prevention, that is, to further develop a culture of prevention. There is no doubt that a lot could be achieved by deploying resources to strengthening early warning systems.  Emphasis need to be placed in developing countries, particularly the least developed countries, where the system and infrastructure are relatively weak and human capacity for providing the services need improvement. This way, the Conference can make more tangible and lasting contributions to the attainment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), support the implementation of the Johannesburg Plan of implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), and contribute to implementation of other initiatives, such as the Small Island Developing States Barbados Programme of Action (1994) Global Earth Observation System (GEOS) process and the 2003 Ministerial Declaration of the Third World Water Forum.

We should also use the Conference as an opportunity to work on a clear programme of action that will enable us to set a specific target, that is, to reduce fatality associated with natural disasters by 50% by 2015. This target is achievable through the following means, among others:

(1)
Promoting emphasis on development of culture of prevention and pre-disaster strategies (risk assessment, early warning) as part of disaster preparedness plan. This could be done through improvement in monitoring, forecasting for early warning, capacity building and public awareness. For our part, WMO and NMHSs have the facilities to deal with these issues and we will continue to seek further improvement in this direction; 
(2)
Improving early warning for drought prevention through the advancement of seasonal forecasts, and annual and inter-annual climate predictions and the establishment of a climate alert system. WMO Regional Climate Centres are on hand to take leadership in achieving this goal;

(3)
Promoting vulnerability assessment in high-risk area, including risk identification, hazard analysis and mapping;

(4)
Promoting application of climatological information, especially results of research in urban and building climatology, by urban planners, environmental managers, disaster risk managers and other decision-makers;

(5)
Enhancing research, particularly in the areas of seasonal and high impact weather forecasts. Improving our skill on these forecasts and their associated hazards is one of the great scientific and societal challenges of this century. For example, it is now being projected that numerical prediction for up to two days will be essentially error-free by 2025. Within the same time frame, one-week forecasts will be as accurate as 2-3 day forecasts are today; and

(6)
Using information, assessment and socio-economic studies to help decision makers in ensuring that service providers such as National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs) are firmly incorporated as fundamental part of the national infrastructure for disaster preparedness plans. On this note, I wish to emphasize the tangible role which WMO and NMHSs could play in; a) early warning for disaster mitigation, b) risk assessments and c) policy development and implementation on wider socio-economic issues, vis-à-vis issues related to disasters such as rescue, relief and rehabilitation.

The goal of reducing fatalities by 50% by the year 2015 is not unrealistic.  While the weather phenomena which cause natural disasters cannot be controlled, the loss of life and property can be minimized through enhanced use of science and technology, especially those which enable the issuance of useful, timely and accurate early warning of the disasters.  A good example is the case of Bangladesh.  Improved forecast of tropical cyclones with effective dissemination of warnings and wider awareness and preparedness of vulnerable populations in Bangladesh reduced the death toll to 200 in 1994, compared to 13,000 in 1991 and 300,000 in 1970, for tropical cyclones of similar intensities.  A Bangladesh government spokesman is said to have attributed this achievement principally in improvement in warning systems and evacuation procedures.  It is therefore essential to develop the human and technical capacity required in disaster preparedness, and sustain national economic growth.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would also like to seize this opportunity to note that there is an important problem that could render many of our efforts futile, if care is not taken; namely, the issue of climate change. The WMO/UNEP IPCC Third Assessment Report (TAR) has projected that there would be a global warming of 1.4 to 5.8 C over the next 100 years. According to the Report, associated with this climate warming is the “very likely” increase in number of hot days and heat waves. Furthermore, “likely” changes include increases in risk of drought in mid-latitude areas, and increases in the intensities of wind and precipitation in tropical cyclones, over some areas. Available information shows that contemporary global climate is exhibiting some tendencies of global warming. The State of the Global Climate in 2003 issued in December by WMO indicate that the surface temperature for the year 2003 was +0.46°C above the 1961-90 annual average.  This value makes 2003 the third warmest year after the year 2002 (+0.48°C). The warmest year remains 1998 (+0.55°C).

Perhaps we are already getting some serious signals, which could be indicative of the pending change. For example, much of Europe was affected by heat waves during the summer of 2003, with thousands of deaths reported and considerable loss in live, property and biodiversity due to forest fires. Nationwide seasonal temperatures were warmest on record in Germany, Switzerland, France and Spain. It is in deed interesting to note that in 2003, several countries around the world were affected by extreme phenomena, namely, tropical cyclones, floods, droughts and extreme temperatures.  Even if these events cannot be unambiguously attributed to global warning, it is anticipated that some of those phenomena may become more frequent with global warming.

Adaptation to climate change is a response measure promoted by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and early warning systems are one way of reducing vulnerability and enhancing adaptive capacity to weather events and climate change. There is therefore the need to establish collaboration between those involved in climate change projections, impact assessment and response strategies related to disaster reduction. In this context, it is urgent to implement measures related to environmental planning, data and information pooling, improved observation systems, exchange of information on best practices, strengthened technical cooperation, and close cooperation with policy makers. WMO, through its World Climate Programme (WCP), will continue to support such activities as well as those related to climate change including support to IPCC and to the conventions on climate change, biodiversity and desertification.

Ladies and Gentlemen,


I would like to conclude by noting that whatever step we need to take, our actions should be backed up by appropriate policy framework with legislative action, particularly by assisting countries identify essential elements of a legal framework for delivering their wide-ranging programme on disasters reduction.  Partnership in capacity building, resource mobilization and public outreach should also be promoted.  This IATF has a responsibility to work towards actualization of the desire of the international community, as far as disaster reduction is concerned, and I am sure we will summon all capabilities and resources within our means to enable us to effectively serve the interest of present and future generations.


Thank you for your attention.

PAGE  

