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Technological Means for Information Sharing

Rapporteur – Laura Kong (USA)

This session highlighted government weather agency responses and solutions for providing weather information to a variety of end-users.  Three main highlights of this session were:

1. The Internet and web postings of information is becoming a standard and useful tool for conveying information at varying levels of complexity to a wide diversity of users, ranging from government agencies and officials to the general public.

2. Weather Services continue to improve their warning products and timeliness of delivery based on customer feedback after severe weather events, and continue to work with the media to reach the widest possible audience in an understandable manner.  To this extent, there is a need to ensure that receivers of information have adequate background and education to enable them to make the most efficient use of the weather warning that is disseminated.

3. Weather Services and Civil Defense Agencies working in close cooperation with each other can bring about the most effective response to severe weather.  The Civil Defense agencies are vital for moving public to safety after weather warnings are issued and for responding to impacts after the event.

The following is a summary of each talk.

C. Y. Lam

Harnessing Internet Power to Serve Weather Warning Purposes

C. Y. Lam presented information on the Hong Kong Observatory’s two projects, on behalf of the WMO, that use the Internet and a personal computer to deliver web-accessible weather warnings and world city forecasts.  He emphasized that the technology enables forecasters to access data and deliver warnings to agencies and a diversity of people, and most importantly, can empower less-developed countries to make their own decisions because the weather for their region is now easily accessible.  The sites are visited very often and in Spetember, 2003, 1.3 and 16 million visits were made to the Weather Warnings and World City Forecasts web sites, respectively.  Presently, 87 members, with 13 representing least-developed countries, participate in the World City Forecasts site, which captures the raw weather information through a number of different methods, including web sites, by FTP, GTS, AFTN, e-mail, and data forms submitted through the web.  In December, HKC provided training and information on the project to ten countries.  HKC is able to design customized web sites with user-selectable data displays of differing complexity for agencies, departments, and countries, and is able to ensure reliable communication and guaranteed access for these customers during emergencies.  During the question period, concern was expressed that during an event, bandwidth for web access may be oversubscribed thus rendering the site impossible to access; in response, HKC indicated that this was a problem and reported that during the September typhoon, 18 million visits were recorded without any reported probems.

Udo Gartner

Early Warnings of Severe Weather Warning Management of the Deutsche Wetterdienst

U. Gartner of the Deutsche Wetterdienst (DW), which acts as the Germany’s National Meteorological Service, presented an overview of their products and services.  He emphasized that the DW acts as the Federal agency mandated to issue warnings for civil protection against weather that might endanger public safety, whereas the 16 Laenders were responsible for disaster prevention.  He offered lessons learned on the communication of weather information, stating that the information must be delivered to those directly involved and at the location itself so that they can make the best decisions; that detailed information specific to the locality is needed with sufficient lead time for coordinate a response; that the messages must be understandable and that any science must be presented in an understandable manner to the layman; and that the information should come from a single, authoritative voice only.  The new procedures, introduced in 2002, and their timelines and content to be reported were outlined with the categories being early, forewarning, and alert/severe warnings, and the recipients being police, firefighters, disaster-fighting forces, media, and the public.  Gartner then listed the international projects and partners that DW is involved with.  During the discussion, it was stated that the media are very important as they are able to reach a large audience, but to date the media have not always broadcast weather information in a timely fashion

Jaromir Nemec, Ivan Obrusnik 

Lessons Learned in Early Warning, Organized Civil Society Efforts, and Disaster Reduction

J. Nemec presented an overview of their country’s experiences and challenges by comparing the floods as they impacted Prague in 2002 and in 1977.  He noted that while the dollar losses in properties were greater, fewer people died and significantly more people were evacuated in 2002 than in 1977.  This was attributed to the enactment of a number of laws starting in 2001, which defined the roles and responsibilities of various agencies and procedures that would be followed to manage all aspects of any crisis, including natural disasters.  In addition, environmental laws were enacted to ensure that further development would not do greater permanent harm.   The organization and weather forecasting flow chart of the CHMI, which provides both meteorological and hydrological services, was presented.  Information is posted to the Internet, but is used to complement the data information services since the Internet is not always a timely means of communication.  Obrusnik then described in more detail the events that took place after the 1977 floods to drastically improve the emergency response and recovery mechanisms in the Czech Republic.  He noted that during the reign of communism, environmental pollution was not regulated and that civil defense did not exist because the military was mistakenly expected to handle these responsibilities.  As a result, the impacts of the 1977 floods were devastating as many houses were uninsured and built without regard to flood plain predictions.  In response to this, the Central European Disaster Forum comprised of five countries was established.  Among the past and future topics of these meetings have been the development of a media ethics code, necessary legislations, risk management and vulnerability targeting, creation of civil society responsibility, and political frameworks for action and response to disasters.  He further noted as still existing the differences and inconsistencies in the levels of knowledge of the different receivers of information, and called for more discussion.  The Session Chair noted that this is one theme of the conference and as such, there is opportunity to start this communication here.

