EFFORTS MADE IN PREPAREDNESS AND MANAGEMENT OF PERENNIAL CLIMATE –RELATED DISASTERS IN SOUTHERN AFRICA

 Contribution for UN   International Strategy for Disaster Reduction Conference Bonn, German, 16-18 October 2003

Brad. J. Garanganga

SADC DROUGHT MONITORING CENTRE

P.O Box BE 150, Belvedere, HARARE, Zimbabwe.

e.mail 1: garangan@dmc.co.zw ; e.mail 2: bjgaranganga@yahoo.co.uk
1. Introduction

Over the whole globe about 70% of the natural disasters derive from extremes of climatic conditions. Due to direct impacts, tropical cyclones rank highest of causes of fatalities.  The fatalities due droughts because their effects are indirect and slowly evolving are more difficult to quantify.  In Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) comprising 12 conterminous and two island states, with over 220 million inhabitants, the percentage of climate related disasters is even higher than 70% as there are no major earthquakes or volcanic eruptions that could contribute to the catastrophes as in other parts of the globe. The mainstay of the economies of the region is agriculture and thus this exposes the subregion to the vagaries of climate systems.  Other downstream sectors such as health, power utilities, water resource management, and environment are also equally susceptible to climatic extremes. The recent years since mid-1970’s have amply demonstrated this.  

2. Regional climate monitoring and prediction as part of regional strategy for disaster mitigation
Climate scientists worldwide are working tirelessly to improve techniques of climate monitoring and predictability in order to better serve communities. The contribution of climate system monitoring and prediction to the economic and social development of mankind is now widely recognized. Thus many sectors will benefit from more accurate predictions on multi-timescales.  One area in which climate monitoring and prediction plays an important role is flood or drought mitigation. Floods are more spatially constrained and have more dramatic, instant effects as has been amply demonstrated recently 1998-2001 over mainly the eastern sections of southern Africa.  On the other hand, droughts often cover very large areas.  The severe droughts that recurred between 1974 and 1984 caused widespread starvation and economic hardship to communities.

The SADC Drought Monitoring Centre (DMC) since its inception in 1990 has been playing a key role in disaster management for many sectors.  A great deal has been achieved by the DMC in informing end-users of impending droughts, floods or other climate patterns especially those that impact negatively on agricultural production and other socio-economic sectors within the region.

The DMC products and services are of crucial importance to the operations of many users.  The major target groups that benefit most directly from DMC activities are National Meteorological/Hydrological Services, and other relevant National, Regional and International Institutions.  The DMC have consistently issued timely warning information to these target groups pertaining to the behaviour of the rains in SADC since the 1991/92 drought and subsequent rainy seasons, most of which had extreme anomalies in form of either drought on flooding the latter being more predominant in the period 1998-2001.

3. El Nino-Southern Oscillation teleconnections impacts on southern Africa
One of the major contributors to the extremes in the climate system world-wide is the El Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) phenomenon. These quasi-periodic extreme variations of the SSTs in the equatorial east Pacific Ocean occur every few years and last for approximately one year. Both phases cause disturbance to the steady global climate system. Both El Ninos and La Ninas tend to be associated with negative societal impact over many parts of the globe.  This is especially so across most of southern Africa. During El Nino over the bulk of SADC, there is a tendency to have either a diminution of seasonal precipitation amounts as is shown in Fig. 1. There also are rather erratic spatial or temporal distributions. While during La Nina the opposite holds largely true. The situations are reversed with respect to the north easternmost sections of contiguous SADC.
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Fig. 1 Rainfall anomalies over southern Africa overlain on ENSO
4. Lessons learned from climate related disasters

Southern Africa is a region that has shown to be susceptible to the vagaries of climate. The 1983-1984 and 1991-92 and 1997-2001 El Nino and La Nina episodes clearly demonstrated the profound impact the phenomenon has on countries that have weak economies, largely tied to agricultural production.  This is due to both the perception of and the actual negative impacts associated with El Nino and La Nina.  In some southern African countries, the news about the 1997/98 warm episodes and the potential for drought led to plummeting of currencies and the stock markets virtually collapsed in some of the countries in the subregion.   This was understandable, after the experience of the 1991/92 and 1994/95 droughts that were attributed to El Nino.  An example of the mitigation measures put in place in the 1997/98 agricultural seasons was a careful selection of short-season varieties of crops.  

While over the northeastern parts of SADC into east Africa the significant flooding rains associated with El Ninos were observed in 1997/98, the impacts of the El Nino in the southern portions of SADC were not as originally feared.  The preparedness the subregion demonstrated was itself a positive outcome of the initiative to focus on the likely impacts of ENSO on the multisectoral socioeconomic activities.  This particular warm episode, clearly demonstrated the need for continued research into ways of unravelling further intricacies of dynamics of both the evolutionary characteristics of ENSO and the coincidental or subsequent teleconnection impacts.  Thus the meteorological community and its cooperating partners need to consolidate and improve on the knowledge gained in climate information and prediction services in order to benefit mankind.   

Following on the back of the intense El Nino, the La Nina phase had even more dramatic impact on the subregion due to extensive flooding from 1999 to 2000.

5. Concluding remarks 

SADC is a region highly prone to a variety of hazards including drought, floods, cyclones, pest infestation, epidemics and environmental hazards, including landmines. ENSO often has profound negative impacts on the region.

Extreme climate variability is a major and recurrent problem for southern Africa. The ability of the majority to cope with such disasters is compromised by the fact that the population is predominantly rural, and directly or indirectly dependent on rain-fed agriculture. In addition, many of these people continue to live below the poverty line, lacking resources, access to good education, information and to political and economic advantages. As such their capacity to absorb, deflect or manage potential or actual disasters is reduced.

SADC has made significant advances in disaster management and related vulnerability issues. Policy and legislation have been adopted, disaster management institutions created, and coordination strengthened within government and with the international community, private sector and civil society. The institutionalization of SADC DMC is a testimony of the importance attached by the region to climate-related disaster management.
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