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The context of Early Warning in developing countries

Developing countries and their population are suffering more losses and damages caused by natural phenomena than developed countries. Their infrastructure is less resistant and their incomes and economies depend to a far higher extend on agriculture, which is highly vulnerable to most natural hazards. Moreover, there hardly exist social security systems that could offset the suffered losses and damages. Especially in poor and rural areas the population is often surprised by floods, storms and sometimes droughts, although the macro weather situation has been published in the internet for hours, days or even longer periods. The information does not reach the people at risk and these regions generally don´t have a sufficiently prepared and equipped emergency response structure. Consequently, people have to rely, in emergency situations, upon their own limited resources and inherent self-help capabilities. This particular vulnerability of developing countries and its population towards natural hazards underlines their urgent need for the implementation of well functioning Early Warning Systems or the improvement of existing but up to now ineffective mechanisms. 

In order to serve its purpose and to reduce human as well as material losses, an Early Warning System has to meet a number of conditions, each of which is essential for the success of the system: appropriate technology and know-how, clear responsibilities and effective decision taking mechanisms, a functioning communication system and well prepared evacuation and response structures. Nevertheless, these conditions are often missing in developing countries due to financial, technical and organizational deficiencies. Therefore, the question is, if effective Early Warning is possible at all in these countries.

Initiatives and lessons learnt

A broad range of initiatives is looking at the implementation of improved Early Warning Systems under these premises. They are focussing on

· Intensifying and enhancing regional and international research and forecast in order to facilitate concrete Early Warning;

· Establishing and strengthening national Early Warning Systems by regional collaboration and international advice, training and the provision of equipment; or on

· Implementing local Early Warning Systems, adapted to the local necessities and capabilities and supported by national and international actors (training, advice and equipment).

Analysing these initiatives as well as their advances and results in the Latin American context
, some concrete experiences and conclusions can be presented:

Adequate action radius

Different hazards require a different action radius for Early Warning. Meanwhile Early Warning or Monitoring Systems for local hazards such as landslides or wild fires are based on local information and address the population in a very specific area, earthquakes and hurricanes are phenomena of a far broader range, which require forecast, warning and response at the national or even international level. 

Nevertheless, the definition of the adequate action radius of Early Warning Systems should not lead to isolated action. Also local fire monitoring systems rely on more general weather forecasts and fire warnings, as well as national systems, especially in developing countries, depend on local information and well prepared local response structures.

National Early Warning Systems

International research and forecast represent a valuable and efficient information base for national Early Warning Systems. Nevertheless, they must be complemented by specific national data in order to allow concrete alerts for specific regions. 

Regional exchange and cooperation between countries of similar disaster risk and socio-political profile help to establish Early Warning Systems that respond to the specific necessities and capabilities.

Important advances can be observed in Early Warning Systems on the national level. Nevertheless, above all the rural population is often not reached by nationally broadcasted alerts and, even if reached, often does not know how to protect itself. This is especially true if the alerts are little specific and do not give concrete advice for the vulnerable people. Consequently, it is not sufficient to predict and broadcast alerts: The warning has to be understood by the people at risk and lead to concrete emergency action.

Local Early Warning Systems

Local Early Warning Systems are possible also in poor regions. They allow communities to act on their own. Moreover, local Early Warning can be a valuable element of national information and warning networks.

Of especially high interest are low-tech systems, which are less cost-intensive and can be handled by the local population. The sustainability of these participatory systems depends mostly on the importance given to it by the population (including external benefits like improved communication). Furthermore, they require an intensive awareness and training process.

The benefit of technology in Early Warning Systems

The level and kind of technology used in Early Warning Systems depend on the hazard, but should also be adapted to the socio-cultural and political-institutional context. A technical basis for forecast and the dissemination of warnings is indispensable, even at the local level. But high-tech is only useful if it can be handled and serviced effectively, so that the system does not fail due to missing capabilities and financial resources. Low-tech systems may sometimes provide less accurate information, but can be more easily handled by poor communities. 

Early Warning as an element of disaster risk management

An Early Warning System can only live up to the expectation of sustainability if it is part of a comprehensive disaster risk management. A robust risk management organization and strategy is necessary in order to

· maintain, improve and adapt the system to changing circumstances,

· achieve a stable emergency preparedness and a long-term financing, and to

· further reduce the disaster risk and prevent the creation of new risk factors, which could lower the effectiveness of the system.

Early Warning and emergency preparedness can only be the first steps to avoid major impacts in emergency situations, they are not a universal remedy for the reduction of natural disasters.

Conclusions

Several experiences show that effective Early Warning is possible in Latin America. To poromote functioning Early Warning on a broader basis in in developing countries, the following aspects should be considered:

· The developing countries need further international assistance, especially concerning forecast, technology, advice and training.

· Structural deficiencies such as poverty, centralism and high staff fluctuation can only be influenced in the long-term development process. Early Warning Systems have to take into account and be adapted to these circumstances in order to achieve sustainability and cost-benefit-efficiency

· Early Warning can not replace comprehensive disaster risk management; it is only one, however important, part of it.

Finally, this analysis also raises the question if the developed countries can learn from the Latin American experiences. This concerns especially two aspects:

· Can participatory Early Warning Systems also be a model for developed countries?

· Can protection against damages be made more effective and cost-efficient replacing high-tech Early Warning Systems by more preventive measures (e.g. land use planning) and improved risk awareness?

� The presented experiences and conclusions are based on the results of the 2003 “Early Warning Conference of the American Hemisphere” held in Guatemala, and on the lessons learnt of several disaster risk management projects carried out by GTZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit) in Latin America.





