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I. Introduction

Increasing impact of disasters

The impact of extreme events across the globe is enormous, and continues to handicap the advancement of the struggling developing societies.  Last year’s catastrophic floods in Europe caused losses of nearly US$ 20 billion. Since June 2003 alone, flooding in South-western Sri Lanka left approximately 300 dead, displaced some 200,000 persons and caused heavy economic damage; a pre-monsoon heat wave in India and equally damaging heat waves in Europe were the cause of over twenty thousand casualties; flooding in Ethiopia and western Kenya displaced more than 160,000 people; and increased cases of hepatitis, and leptospirosis in Argentina were associated with flooding.
To add to these worrying figures, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has warned that the Earth’s climate is very likely to change over the decades to come, owing to increases in concentrations of atmospheric greenhouse gases caused by human activity, with likely increases in temperatures, sea levels, heavy rainfalls, and droughts.

It is imperative to reduce the negative impact of disasters on development (social, economic and environmental).  Disaster reduction measures have to be integrated into sustainable development policies and plans of action. In particular, early warnings have repeatedly been identified as an essential element of disaster reduction strategies and action plans at all levels. 

EWC-II purpose and preparations

The Second International Conference on Early Warning (EWC-II) is an opportunity to address the challenges of translating broadly accepted principles on early warning into action-oriented modalities. In particular, it will further the importance of integrating early warning into public policy as a core component of local, national, regional and international disaster reduction strategies. 

The EWC-II will build on the findings of earlier international fora, in particular the Yokohama Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction in 1994, the 1998 Potsdam International Conference on Early Warning Systems for the Reduction of Natural Disasters (EWC’98), all of which confirmed early warning as a core component of national and international prevention strategies for the 21st century.
The preparatory process to the EWC-II included a series of stakeholder consultations in Bandung, Indonesia, 26-28 May 2003 (Asia region), Antigua, Guatemala, 3-5 June 2003 (the American Hemisphere) , Nairobi, Kenya 23-24 June 2003 (Africa region), and Potsdam, Germany 28-29 July 2003 (Europe region) as well as the preparation of a number of discussion papers. For all regional reports and input papers please refer to www.ewc2.org. The preparations of the EWC-II were coordinated by a Steering Committee of key UN agencies and partners, supported by ISDR and by a group of Advisors, chaired by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

The objective of the regional consultations was to support the identification and prioritisation of issues that need to be addressed to support the strengthening of early warning systems worldwide. A synthesis report of these global trends, constraints, lessons learnt and recommendations is also available on the conference website.

II. Context of International Action

United Nations initiatives

The importance of early warning was recognised in Agenda 21 (1992), , in multilateral environmental agreements, and the Barbados Plan of Action for Small Island Developing States (SIDS) of 1994. A particular focus was also given to early warning, in the structure and programmes of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR).

At the very start of the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR, 1990-1999), special attention was given to the importance of early warning systems. In 1994 the Yokohama World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction adopted guidelines and objectives for all countries to reduce their vulnerability and progress towards an integrated approach to managing disaster risk. The Potsdam EWC’98 and the end of decade Geneva Programme Forum in 1999, both stated that early warnings and their effective dissemination are key factors to successful disaster prevention and preparedness, and ultimately sustainable development.
The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD, 26 August -6 September 2002), recently called for a greater commitment to include disaster and risk reduction, especially the development and strengthening of early warning systems and information networks, within the sustainable development policies and action plans. 

Other forums that recognised early warning as an essential element of risk reduction practices include, amongst many others, the Third World Water Forum, held in the Kyoto, 17-22 March 2003 in its Ministerial Declaration identified forecasting systems, including early warning systems for the public as a 'challenge area for the future'. The International Conference on Freshwater, Bonn, Germany, December 2001 also identified early warning systems as an integral part of water resources development and planning as a priority area for action.

The Marrakech Accords adopted at the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the Climate Change Convention (UNFCCC, COP7) call for the strengthening and, where needed, the establishment of early warning systems for extreme climate events in an integrated and interdisciplinary manner, in particular in countries most vulnerable to climate change.

The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification has established a specific working group on early warning from its Committee on Science and Technology (CST).

III. Summary trends and constraints in early warning systems 

(for a complete overview, region by region, please access the document ’Synthesis of the findings of the early warning regional consultations’ www.ewc2.org)

Some identified trends

Technical improvements in the provision and accuracy aspects of early warning systems, including expanded hazard monitoring instrumentation cover, has led to a better understanding of physical causes of disasters and modelling, therefore enhancing the prediction of disasters particularly in developed countries.  

Early warning systems for drought and desertification depend to a large extent on derived and inferred parameters and are, consequently, relatively less developed globally.  Even in the developed countries, progress in developing drought-monitoring capabilities as part of comprehensive drought mitigation programmes has been slow.
Prospects are good for further application of seasonal forecasting of climate-related hazards in arid and semi-arid regions of the world. The development of climate models for seasonal forecasting is progressing with continued advances expected particularly in regional-scale predictions.  

Progress in enhancing the effective use of warnings has, in contrast, been relatively slow, particularly at the local level and at the national and community levels in developing countries.  

Some identified constraints

Major concerns and constraints include for the design of warning messages, factors affecting response, community engagement, advice on appropriate response, the credibility of warnings, issues of responsibility and authority, as well as ensuring access of high risk groups to warnings.  For example, a general observation during the EWC II regional consultations was that the use of the new information and communication technologies, particularly the Internet, in disseminating warning messages. While useful in expanding the coverage and reducing time lags in warning dissemination, it also creates untargeted messages, leading to misinterpretations and wrong responses.
The regional consultations recognised that meeting the needs of local communities and national ones was a clear priority. Other priorities include strengthening regional and global efforts in early warning through: (a) accelerating and deepening the adoption of bottom-up approaches to disaster risk reduction, (b) directing resources to the local level to induce greater willingness of communities to participate in disaster risk reduction activities and (c) demonstrating the economic gains from early warning to partners in warning development, including authorities and local communities. 

Support should also be maintained and enhanced for developing and strengthening regional disaster reduction and information centres.

A common conclusion from the regional consultations was that the availability of financial resources for early warning work, particularly maintaining and strengthening observation and monitoring networks for hydro meteorological hazards, is diminishing globally.  Addressing this requires innovative approaches for resource allocation, backed by political commitment.

Perhaps the most basic trend in risk management and early warning is the move from a focus on hazards to an emphasis on the socio-economic factors of vulnerability. This is part of the gradual movement towards expanding the scope of traditional practice of early warning to relate it to broader issues of risk assessment and management.  This emerging pattern is most advanced for earthquake and drought prediction and forecasting.

VI. Early Warning Benchmarks and Targets

(This section supports the EWC-II Working Group 1 discussions on 17 October)

Developing benchmarks for early warning and for disaster reduction principles at large is a key requirement for mobilizing political will and decision to allocate funds. 

The group of Advisors of the EWC-II made some initial general suggestions of benchmarks for early warning. These were discussed as part of an online discussion that took place in August/September 2003, which provided valuable comments and feedback. For more information please consult www.isdr.org/dialogue
The development of benchmarks is part of an effort to define similar ones for all principles of disaster reduction. Here early warning is understood as the sum of four sub-systems, namely:  monitoring and forecasting, vulnerability analysis, information dissemination, and preparedness. 

Examples of potential recommendations on benchmarks: 

· A first benchmark category for early warning is its place in national disaster arrangements, i.e. whether early warning is integrated in disaster reduction plans or is managed as a stand-alone process.

· The composite nature of early warning clearly raises the responsibility issue. Benchmark settings would have to look for the central authority with coordinating responsibility for the system as whole.

· Experience indicates again and again that most improvements of the early warning chain are required at the level of the end-receivers, the population at risk. Benchmarks would have to ascertain that the message reaches the population at risk as well as evaluate how messages are understood and interpreted by people at risk.

· Similarly, the existence of established procedures for evaluations of the effectiveness of the early warning chain after major disasters is an important benchmark. 

IV. From Potsdam (EWC’98) to Bonn (EWC-II)… and beyond

(This section supports the EWC-II Working Group 2 discussions on 17 October)

Developing an effective international early warning programme

In 1998, the Potsdam Conference (EWC’98) brought together 370 scientists to dialogue with other major players in early warning. It was a first major thematic component of IDNDR’s concluding evaluation, the Geneva Programme Forum, 1999. The EWC’98 outcomes strengthened, early warning as an integral part of disaster reduction, within and beyond the UN system at the turn of the century.
The Inter-Agency Task Force (IATF) of the ISDR established in 2000 a Working Group on Early Warning, led by UNEP. Its overall purpose is to support the Inter-Agency Task Force on disaster reduction, the UN/ISDR Secretariat and other relevant partners, with a view to facilitating a more coordinated approach to improving early warning, thereby contributing to the implementation of the ISDR.

The sustainable development agenda is another relevant milestone. In particular, the “'type 2” partnership entitled ”Integrating Early Warning and Disaster Risk Management into the Sustainable Development Agenda and Practice” was officially presented at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), by a number of committed countries and partners. Its objective is to promote the convergence and coherence in early warning activities in the context of sustainable development. The EWC-II is a contribution to this partnership.

The EWC-II provides an opportunity to identify priority elements of an international early warning programme. The programme will ensure that the momentum for a coordinated approach to improving early warning generated in the past continues in the future.

The EWC-II regional preparatory consultations called for the early warning programme to have a specific focus on the development of people-centred warnings, such as community-based systems. Risk reduction programmes should be based on participatory approaches and improved public awareness. This also calls for the promotion of education on risks,  the probabilistic nature of risks, hazard forecasts and on warning messages.

The success of such a programme will rely on the contribution from ongoing activities from a broad range of partners and institutions supported appropriately by an active programme and network. These include first and foremost national governments as well as regional institutions, international bodies, scientific and local communities and members of the vulnerable population. 

V. Sustaining the Early Warning Dialogue

(This section supports the EWC-II Working Group 3 discussions on 17 October)

Developing concrete mechanisms for supporting future early warning activities 

There is growing recognition of the need to develop better understanding and more effective cooperation among actors in all sectors and at all levels in the early warning process. This will require the development of improved mechanisms for an enhanced and purposeful dialogue, to stimulate information exchange, coordination, and the development and implementation of agendas, priorities, and programmes. 

For example, at the international level, more effective mechanisms are needed for raising awareness of the role of early warning in vulnerability and poverty reduction, promoting the integration of early warning into relevant sustainable development agendas including drought and desertification, climate change, water, as well as developing standards and benchmarks for early warning systems.

There is also a need to provide global assessments of regional and national experience on early warning for national actors, and to rapidly disseminate new thinking and techniques on such things as vulnerability and risk assessment strategies, data collection and management including space-based technology, and sector-specific approaches to early warning. 

A prime aim should be to stimulate and support institutional and capacity building in regional and national settings. This would include training and the use of new technology such as the Internet, and the promotion of national and sub-national level ownership of early warning systems development and support initiatives.

Another important focus should be the demonstration and promotion of the cost-benefits of effective early warning to national authorities and donor partners, in order to encourage increased budgetary support from governments and a wider range of donors.  

The nature of the improved mechanisms remains to be formulated and will evolve over time. They would primarily work through the many existing international, regional and national mechanisms and partnerships, including the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR).

VII. Expected outputs from the EWC-II
Four main output documents from the Conference are planned.

· Checklist for the integration of early warning into disaster risk reduction strategies and policies

The checklist will provide key elements that need to be considered by decision makers to effectively integrate early warning in disaster reduction policies and strategies. It will further assist authorities to develop the legal, institutional, financial and political frameworks required to implement long-term early warning systems. The checklist is based on existing case studies and good practices – many of which will be presented at the conference under the ‘best practice’ sessions.

· Priority components of an international early warning programme and recommendations on related benchmarks and targets 2004-2015

Such elements will respond to the needs and constraints in the application of effective early warning systems with a special focus on developing country needs. It will support the achievement of the recommended benchmarks and targets for the next 10 to 15 years, in recognition of the fundamental importance of early warning to the objectives of disaster reduction. This will also contribute to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and those of the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (JPoI).

· EWC-II Conference Statement

This will be a short (ideally single page) statement of outcome from the meeting, stating the nature of the problem, the linkages to previous efforts, and the proposed action to follow up. 

· EWC-II proceedings

Proceedings will document the findings of the working groups, panels and presentations made at the EWC-II along with the agenda, opening and closing statements, list of participants and other supporting information. The Proceedings will be made available on relevant websites.

For more information please consult www.ewc2.org

The Second International Conference on Early Warning (EWC-II) will take place from 16 to 18 October 2003 in Bonn, Germany. It is targeted specifically at decision-makers and will focus on the need to integrate early warning into public policies, in particular disaster reduction policies. 





The EWC-II will provide an opportunity to take stock of existing needs and constraints in the effective application of early warning systems, and to exchange views on existing good practices and emerging issues. The conference  will allow the identification of priority elements for action to ensure that current efforts in support of improved early warning, are strengthened and sustained in the future. 








www.ewc2.org








PAGE  
1

_1124638474.unknown

