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Kenneth Davidson opened the session by underlining the close links between weather and disaster occurrence. He emphasised that 89% of all declared disasters are associated with hydrometeorological processes. In this regard, floods explain approximately one-third of all disaster occurrence, desertification affects more than 100 countries and approximately 900 million people, while devastating wild/forest fires also are weather-related. Furthermore, under the conditions of climate change reported by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, a massive retreat of glaciers is foreseen, along with increasing sea surface temperatures, and the likelihood of a growing number of countries facing water stress by 2100.

With respect to available technology and science, early warning capabilities are well established for specific weather threats. For instance, cyclone warnings may be provided more than a week in advance, with a lead time of 24 hours for flood alerts and seasonal forecast availability for droughts. However, he stated that early warning is largely irrelevant if it does not effectively reduce disaster losses. Moreover, he emphasised that warnings are often not effectively disseminated to those most at-risk, especially in poor communities.

Laban Ogallo described the challenges of implementing weather-related warning systems in an African context, further underlining the links between disasters and their impacts on society, the environment and national/local economies. In this context, he stressed that the impacts of extreme weather were disproportionately borne by the most vulnerable members of society. He also stated the reality of climate variability in an African context, with swings from one extreme (ie heavy rains and flooding) to drought, over short time-scales. In economies highly dependent on agriculture, such climate variability had considerable impacts on both crops and livestock.

One critical component of improving the effectiveness of early warning was Risk and Vulnerability Zoning, and the challengingly ‘painful’ process involved in collecting relevant data from Member States to facilitate this. He also emphasised the challenges in translating ‘global signals’ into regional signals, and the need for access to historic regional/local data to facilitate development of scenarios for planning purposes. This, he stressed, was critical for transforming global data into regionally and locally useable early warning products.

Concerns about the effectiveness of early warning at local level were further discussed by Maureen Fordham, who emphasised that early warning should be appropriate and all-inclusive for it to avert or reduce losses. In this regard, early warning messages and dissemination processes needed to be appropriately differentiated by economic groupings, gender, race/ethnicity, ability/disability and age. Moreover, she stressed the importance of awareness and integration for effective early warning to occur.

With particular respect to local management of early warning technologies, Juan Carlos Villagran described experiences in Guatemala in which sophisticated warning instrumentation could not be maintained/sustained at local level. He stressed that simple scales, plastic rain gauges and multipurpose radio communication networks increased the sustainability of local technologies for early warning.  He emphasised that if the early warning technologies and products were tailored to a ‘people operated system’, then community monitoring and locally owned early warning is likely to be more sustainable in at-risk communities.

The session concluded with the following observations:

Data brokering and translation

Effective early warning requires two-way data-brokering and translation. It includes the informed translation of global signals for regional and national user groups into appropriate messages that are themselves informed by the local context. This is shaped by historic and social factors, traditional/indigenous knowledge, and is socially, economically differentiated.

Sustainability of Early Warning Systems

The sustainability of early warning systems at local level is significantly determined by the degree to which they are seen to actively contribute to the sustainable development of a community, province or country. In this regard, the early warning strategies and technologies adopted could only be effective if they were selected and applied through extensive consultation with the concerned communities – to ensure that the information collected was relevant to local development priorities and realities – as much as for early warning for multiple hazards.

