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Introduction

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, disasters are increasingly affecting societies worldwide, draining resources that could be better used for development and poverty reduction initiatives.  The fact that more people and their assets are found in exposed areas to natural hazards, and that the frequency and intensity of these extreme events are expected to increase in the future due to climate change, reiterates the urgent need for the implementation of effective early warning systems.

The importance of early warning is recognized in Agenda 21 and the current follow-up processes.  In addition, a particular focus is given by the international community to early warning in the structure and programs of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR).  The 1998 Potsdam International Conference on Early Warning Systems for Reduction of Natural Disasters (EWC’98) confirmed early warning as a core component of national and international prevention strategies for the 21st. century.

The Second International Conference on Early Warning Systems for Reduction of Natural Disasters (EWCII), subtitled the Integration of the Early Warning Process Into Public Policy, will therefore provide a timely input to two policy frameworks for the effective application in early warning processes worldwide: the implementation of the outcomes of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), the 2003-2004 process for the ten-year review of the Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action.

Background

Importantly, EWC98 was the first event of its kind and magnitude to bring together a broad coalition of experts whose focus was, specifically, early warning.  More than 100 presentations were made on a broad range of issues having to do with Early Warning
.  It was the EWC’98, with significant support from its principal co-sponsor, the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR), which introduced the Guiding Principles for Early Warning (Appendix 1).  These principles were based on the recognition that risk assessment provides the basis for an effective warning system at any level of responsibility.  IDNDR also convened, as input for the EWC’98 conference, a prestigious group of International Expert Groups on Early Warning
.  It is also important to note that, while hydrometeorological, geological and technological hazards received their just attention; other hazards that were perhaps not as well known or as well understood at the time also received attention and were “introduced” to a world-wide audience at Potsdam.  Representative of these lesser-explored issues are fire hazards and the El Niño/La Niña phenomena. 

Gaps and Emerging Issues

Reviewing the proceedings of the EWC’98 conference with the benefit of five years hindsight, it must be acknowledged that there were gaps in coverage, and issues that may not have been explored sufficiently relative to their importance in the early warning process.  For example, the only presentation that discussed the importance of the role of government in early warning was made from the perspective of a government agency.  No presentations were made by politicians or elected government officials who also have significant authority for determining whether warnings are given or not.  Additionally, only one presentation was offered on the role of broadcast media (radio/television) in public communication.  The need to incorporate our increasing understanding “human factors” and how the Early Warning Process is influenced by social and cultural contexts was only lightly addressed.  Further, the importance of paying attention to early warning for recurrent “small” scale disasters in vulnerable communities was not given its due consideration, and health issues, such as the forecasting and warning of emerging and other communicable disease outbreaks, were not represented. 

Consideration of these underrepresented issues, together with a look at the intervening developments in the science, technology and application of the early warning process, will be among the themes explored at the upcoming EWCII in October 2003.

Objectives of EWCII

The EWCII is foreseen as an opportunity to ensure inter-linkages and enhanced dialogue among stakeholders, at all levels, as well as a practical step for strengthened coordination and cooperation to integrate activities, interests and expertise of the various sectors/groups involved in the early warning process.  The objectives of the EWCII are:

· To support the implementation the recommendation made during the EWC’98 in order to better coordinate and increase the effectiveness of early warning

· To support the implementation of the recommendations developed for early warning at the WSSD and by the General Assembly of the United Nations, as well as the development of targets set out in the Millennium Declaration.

· To identify emerging trends and new threats, such as climate change and variability, and their implications relative to the early warning process. 

· To help build a consensus among the different sectors involved in early warning, and in particular to contribute to the development of an international early warning mechanism/platform.

Achievement of the above objectives will lead to:

· An assessment of the effectiveness of early warning processes at the global, regional and/or national level in the intervening years since EWC’98, and the identification of obstacles that may have hindered or prevented intended implementation initiatives.

· Recommendations for replicating effective early warning processes, to feed into the review of the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction health in Yokohama in 1994

· Development of “Blue Prints” for effective early warning processes based on case studies and success stories.

· Development of strategies for sharing of early warning knowledge, including training and other capacity building activities and technological aspects such as Internet and other dissemination options. 

· Document and share current and future techniques relevant for early warning, vulnerability and risk assessment approaches, including vulnerability and risk assessment strategies, information collection and management and space-based and associated terrestrial remote sensing technology.

The Conference and its Themes

EWC’98 elaborated upon, and made current, a significant outcome of the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction (Yokohama/1994).  Specifically, that for early warning to be successful, in addition to technical and scientific analysis of hazards, a commitment to public policy decisions is also required.

Delegates to the EWC’98 in Potsdam emphasized that:

…early warning is effective only to the extent that policy makers at national levels of authority have the will, and make a sustained commitment of resources that will establish protective measures.

The Potsdam Declaration states that:

Effective early warning “… depends on practical relationships between science and technology, and the understanding of social and economic implications of disasters in the context of sustainable development.”  

Ultimately, the implication is that it is policy makers who must have sufficient understanding, for the Declaration also recognizes that public policies are needed to effectively make EW happen.  The Declaration also states:

“There is therefore a strong need to strengthen disaster reduction policies around the world to ensure that natural hazards do not result in economic and social disasters.”
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Based on the experiences from EWC’98, Theme I, Emerging Issues, focuses on the identification of current, emerging and future trends and constraints (within government, public, and private sectors and within various disciplines) in:

· Types of risk (i.e., hazards, vulnerabilities)

· Prediction, forecasting, monitoring etc.

· Human factors, psycho/social behavioral research, etc

· Mitigation, etc.

· Communications

· Legislation, regulation, formal professional education/curriculum development, public education

Theme, II, Early Warning and Sustainable Development, recognizes there is a need to increase the dialogue that will lead to strengthening existing early warning systems as an element for disaster risk management strategies at global, regional and national levels and to highlight their important relation to sustainable development.

For instance, climate change, global warming, increasingly severe storms and sea level rise are examples of medium- to long-term climate related weather extremes that have risen to importance since EWC98.  EWII would be a good opportunity to share information regarding how to make better use of climate models to develop efficient warning and appropriate adaptation strategies to these growing threats (“…sustainable development will be determined to a large extent by projected climate change and its impact on sea-level rise, agriculture and water resources and associated natural disasters.” Prof. Obasi, WMO Secretary-General).  

Discussion of these issues might also include input from the ISDR early warning partnership program organized in the context of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (See Appendix 2 for details of the ISDR/WSSD partnership targets)

Other issues of sustainability include ensuring the all types and magnitudes of disasters are considered.  In this context it is particularly important to consider early warning of recurrent small and medium scale disasters.  Proponents of this issue include LaRed, independent network originating in Latin America concerned with research, information, capacity building, and education relating to the theme of risk and disaster management.  LaRed’s DisInventar project has been involved in early warning and disaster mitigation research on “small” disasters.  The contention the DisInventar research is that the persistence of considering disasters only as effects of events of large proportion and high impact have hidden the thousands of small and medium scale unreported disasters that occur each year in many regions of the world.  These disasters are a product of the high vulnerability of small communities.  This concern is not unique to LaRed.  DisInventar’s call to pay greater attention to small disasters in small communities echoes the sentiments that were expressed by Evans Mukolwe, then Director of the Kenya Meteorological Service, now Director Coordinator for Scientific and Technical Programmes at the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), during the symposium on Early Warning in 1997 in Bremen, Germany; a meeting that provided input to the EWC98 conference.  Dr. Mukolwe used the example of localized hailstorms in Kenya and other countries in Africa as an example of the severe impact on local communities of small but recurrent disasters.

Theme II, therefore, focuses on the identification and critical discussion of specific examples of where knowledge and experience, from the Emerging Issues discussion in Theme I, have been applied in the implementation of early warning schemes and programs in the context of disaster reduction and sustainable development.  For example, it would be helpful if output from regional consultancies included case studies based on recent experiences (either early warning strategies employed during a recent event or the implementation of early warning schemes as a preparedness measure for an anticipated event).  These case studies should include a discussion of how various sector and disciplines were integrated and a critical evaluation of the effectiveness of the strategies employed.  It would also be useful to identify mechanisms in currently in place to assess the effectiveness of existing early warning systems

The importance of Theme III, Sustaining the Early Warning Dialogue, was noted in several observations made during the EWC’98 that suggested that effective hazard warnings are frequently hampered by the fact that coordination of national and local community warning processes is expected from groups that engage in only minimal contact with each other.  This situation can be exacerbated by an uncoordinated patchwork of internationally supported training and awareness training programs and infrastructure development initiatives, each seemingly unaware of the others.  Too many programs are aimed at developing the capacity of a particular sector without taking into consideration similar initiative in other sectors.  Too frequently there is inadequate representation of the needs of the local communities.  And disproportionate emphasis is sometimes placed on hazard monitoring, forecasting and telecommunications, without adequate concern given to addressing the range of national and local capacities, or "human factors" that must be developed to ensure that people act appropriately on the warning information they receive. 

With these perspectives having been aired, at the conclusion of the EWC’98 a consensus opinion was expressed regarding the need to establish a special high-level working group on early warning.  Such a group would have focused broadly on technical as well as public policy and human factors issues and have the objective of institutionalizing the guiding principles of early warning at international, regional, national and local community levels and ensuring that the momentum for a coordinated approach to improving early warning generated during the past decade carries into the 21st century.  

There are at least two broad kinds of support required to sustain and improve early warning for disaster reduction (aside from financial support, which may be a part of this discussion, but is not addressed in this paper).

One is the kind of support that encourages already ongoing sector-specific (likewise risk-specific and profession-specific) programs, initiatives and forums to include and incorporate relevant early warning issues into their agendas.  As an example, meteorologists and geologists as well as professionals from many other disciplines, have established national and international associations and societies.  To one degree or another, often in an ad hoc way, many of these formal and informal groupings of colleagues address early warning concerns.  Perhaps a way to institutionalize these activities would be the creation of standing committees on early warning and disaster reduction, for example.  These committees might then regularly discuss and promote developments in the early warning process as they relate to their particular discipline and, when practical, engage in interdisciplinary activities to share information across disciplines and sectors and regions of the world.  It is likely that many developed countries would posses the resources to engage in such efforts.  The committees, with the burden of responsibility shared on a rotating basis, would have as a responsibility, making technical and other support available to countries who do not posses sufficient human or technical resources to implement proven strategies on their own.   

The second kind of sustainability is the ongoing improvement, promotion and coordination of the Early Warning Process.  It would facilitate the professional discussions described above and ensure constant sharing of information in the most effective manner, including among and between the many sectors and disciplines involved in the early warning process (and those that should be involved but are not).  In considering this need to facilitate endeavor, we should take heed of one of the recommendations of EWC’98. 

Subsequent to the Potsdam conference, and taking a queue from the EWC’98 recommendations, a key element of the Early Warning Programme Action Plan for the Future 
, a product of the IDNDR Programme Forum, was the recommendation that the United Nations Interagency Secretariat for Disaster Prevention establish a special high-level working group.  The purpose of this working group would have been to advise the Secretariat on the structure and arrangements necessary to maintain and expand the efforts begun under IDNDR to improve early warning. In the intervening years since EWC98 and the IDNDR Programme Forum this recommendation has not been acted upon.  

The event of EWCII is an opportunity to revisit this unresolved issue: Is it still desirable that an entity be identified with the responsibility of facilitating the exchange of knowledge and coordinating effective action leading to improvement of early warning world‑wide, especially at the community level?  Is the still present for an interlocutor that is endowed with the mandate to engage the many participants in the early warning process ‑‑ from local to global – and to point the way toward common objectives that will result in disaster reduction?  If the answer continues to be yes to these questions, the EWCII declaration would be an ideal vehicle to re-energize the issue and re-endorse the establishment of such an entity.

Theme III, therefore, focuses on the identification of what is needed (from the local, national, regional and international perspectives) to ensure sustainability of the research and applied programs elaborated in previous discussions of Themes I and II.  

Who should participate in EWCII?

The categories that were selected by IDNDR to be studied and reported on by “International Expert Groups on Early Warning”
 as input to the EWC’98 program were four: geological hazards; hydrometeorological hazards, including drought; fire and other environmental hazards, and technological hazards.  

EWC98 planners elected to group sector presentations in similar categories, but with foci of more specific detail, including: tropical storms; floods; drought and famine; geological hazards; earthquakes; volcano monitoring and eruption; and tsunamis.  Other, even more specific categories included the El Nino phenomena, severe weather in mid and high altitudes, and mountain hazards.

The choice of these categories in part reflects the focus of work at the time within the international community.  Subsequent to the EWC’98, IDNDR convened and co-sponsored a series or regional symposia on disaster reduction.  The proceedings of these meetings provided input to the IDNDR Programme Forum at the conclusion of the Decade.  Although the planners of the EWC’98 did not have the benefit of the outcomes of these regional meetings, which may have provided a broader view of the needs, planners of the EWCII will have an opportunity to incorporate the issues expressed during a series of upcoming ISDR-sponsored regional meetings before the conference in Bonn.  

In addition to this regional input, consideration should be given to whether the discussion on early warning discussion, as we have been engaged in it and as represented by the participants at EWC’98, appropriately reflects the full range of perspectives that ultimately need to be represented.  Of course, it is most reasonable to once again bring to the table those types who were at Potsdam (and there are more like them who are concerned with issues that weren't represented at EWC’98).  But with only there input we run the risk of hearing mostly/only from those who are professionally engaged in the business of Early Warning, when there are many who are instrumental in the "process" who are involved only as part of a broader professional responsibility, and there are even those who would not necessarily identify themselves with as Early Warning professionals (or even disaster professionals, for that matter).  Shouldn't we also encourage these types: government leaders and politicians (ideally, locally represented by mayors and nationally represented by ministers and other senior civil servants such as Permanent Secretaries, and directors of agencies or departments), non-governmental community leaders (elders, clergy, etc.), media/journalists, representatives of the health sector, and educators (even at the public school level)?  And shouldn't we bring them in numbers equal to or proportionate to the numbers of scientists and "disaster professionals" who attended EWC’98?

Regional Consultations

Within the coming months, several regional consultations will be convened (i.e., in Africa, Asia, North America, Greater Europe, and Latin America and the Caribbean) in order to provide region-specific input that will help define and prioritize the issues, relative to the three principal themes of the conference.  In order to address these issues in a standardized method it will be helpful to compare the outcomes of each regional consultation and to identify possible common needs and/or unique requirements.  For this reason the EWCII planning committee is proposing common starting points for discussion, as follows:

· Disaster Patterns (ref: Theme I)

Each region is characterized by its specific hazards.  The most pronounced risks, hazards and trends in vulnerability should be identified, but more importantly new hazards and underrepresented hazards must be made visible.

· Advances and Constraints (ref: Theme II)

In order to better understand the regional state of the art in early warning it is important to identify “best practices” and to trace advances and understand constraints that have been have characterized the early warning process in the intervening years since Potsdam.

· National Planning (ref: Theme II)

The regional consultations should provide an overview of the extent to which early warning has been integrated into natural disaster reduction initiatives and public policy (including, for example, national legislation and/or provincial and municipal governing structures). It would also be helpful if they discussed the status of national research, education and degree of understanding by the public of their risk  

In order to characterize the early warning process on a regional basis, information on how the individual sectors of the early warning process cooperate and to what extent they function across national boarders will be helpful. 

· Needs and recommendations (ref: Theme III)

In order to accurately convey to the conference plenary the critical needs identified through the regional consultation, it would be helpful to elaborate the most important issues and describe the necessary steps to address or resolve them.  To do this, the following approach is recommended:

1) Identify and fully describe priority needs (maximum 5)

2) Identify strategies and resources requirements to fulfill these needs

3) Identify and discuss anticipated measurable results of steps taken 


In addition to the discussion and recommendations that will come from the regional consultations, the EWCII planning committee is also looking for each region to identify experts (professionals and non-professionals), institutions, organizations and networks having expertise in or responsibility for activities impacting the early warning process.
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Theme I: Emerging Issues  


Identification of current, emerging and future trends in early warning in: natural and socials sciences, engineering, technology, public policy, etc








Theme II: Early Warning & Sustainable Development Identification and discussion of examples where knowledge and experience have been applied to implement early warning schemes and programs in the context of disaster reduction and sustainable development.  








Theme III: Sustaining the Early Warning Dialogue


Identification of needs (local, national, regional and international) to ensure sustainability of the research and applied programs for early warning





EWCII Conference Program








Recommendations, including identified targets, to strengthen the effectiveness of early warning systems, as specific inputs to be incorporated in the review of the Yokohama Strategy





A proposal for an international early warning platform/mechanism, as well as national and sub-regional early warning platforms/forums to strengthen networking and capacities among the actions involved in the early warning process





“Blue Prints” presenting regional and national case studies on effective early warnings and early warning systems








� Early Warning Systems for Natural Disaster Reduction, Jochen Zschau, Andreas N. Kuppers, editors, published by Springer-Verlag, 2003





� http://www.unisdr.org/unisdr/warningguide.htm


�Early Warning Programme Action Plan for the Future of the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR), John C. Scott on behalf of the IDNDR Secretariat, July 1999, Geneva, Switzerland








� http://www.unisdr.org/unisdr/warningguide.htm
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