Early Warning Systems for Geological Hazards

Chairman: Dr. Alberto Maturana, Chile

Rapporteur: Dr. Henri Josserand, GIEWS, FAO (Rome)
Three presentations on various experiences in early warning regarding geological hazards.
Comments and main points from the discussion:

· Communities do not understand or receive well a scientific language on volcanic risk; it is important to express risk, and probabilities in terms they can understand, and relate to, in terms of their own experience of living close to a potential risk. This implies that it is important to include social or even ethnographic expertise in disaster preparedness and early warning.

· Scientific information related to early warning also needs to be communicated more clearly –including the degree of uncertainty, if any—to decision makers at all levels.  
· Geological hazards are typical of low certainty/high cost events; decision makers, who have to take evacuation decisions which can be unpopular, destabilizing or very costly (an evacuation in an industrialized country can cost billions of euros) are reluctant to act upon less than fully predictable events... By the same token, the scientific community may be hesitant to impart probabilistic knowledge to decision makers out of fear of being proven ‘wrong’ and to lose credibility.
· The Goma, Congo eruption suggests that decision makers (including local authorities) can be equally reluctant to issue warnings, to avoid the risk of creating a panic only to find that the warning was mistaken. 
· Still, reasonable expectations of impending disasters must be signalled by the scientific community (or even by local communities using very simple monitoring techniques or equipment). The best chance of timely response to early warning then requires (1) that all concerned stakeholders have previously had a chance to discuss all issues surrounding a disaster, and (2) that a single political and administrative entity (often a civil defense agency) have the authority to direct and coordinate actions by various parties in case of disaster. 
Effective Drought Early Warning
HPJ presentation on drought and conflict issues
Drought has the reputation of being a slow onset, foreseeable event. We may have to challenge that conventional wisdom.
Slow onset: yes, in many cases; has allowed some countries or regions to learn to deal with them relatively effectively (Sahel), but not in others (Ethiopia?). It is a relatively new phenomenon in some areas, which are not dealing well with it (parts of southern Africa).
Crises in the world: shift from ‘natural’ to man-made causes as of 1992. Actually, the distinction between the two, for long-term crises, is becoming blurry: long term man made crises set in motion phenomena affecting the environment and the local weather.

Also: climate change: two key questions:

- are we going to see more frequent or longer droughts in drought prone areas?

- Will new areas become drought prone?

Discusssion

Drought is a complex, widely spread phenomenon, need to develop regional approaches

300 definitions of drought; need to develop multiple indicators (‘creeping’ phenomenon)
US Drought monitor; now trying to link physical and social dimensions of drought.

Regional centers; already one in Mediterranean area.

Recognize the importance (and accuracy?) of traditional drought forecasting techniques (relying on observation of birds, insects, vegetation). 

Drought: politically sensitive subject; need to follow judicious strategy of dealing with or relying on the media to get the message across. Also, some governments find it easier to accept a ‘regional’ message than one coming from national agencies and applying to their country...

Global Drought Preparedness Networks; regional efforts now in Asia – it is hoped that China and India will join the network.

Indian experience with drought; because of evolving and uncertain situation, need to have a flexible and graduated approach to response. 

Need to develop a better ‘culture’ of dealing with past droughts. Major droughts of the past are either poorly documented, or the available documentation is not used to help understand and plan for future events. 

