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Honourable Ministers,

Mr Jan Egeland, UN Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs,

Distinguished Representatives of other UN system Organizations,

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is indeed a great pleasure and an honour for me to address this august gathering.  On behalf of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and my own, I wish to thank His Excellency Joschka  Fischer, Federal Minister of Foreign Affairs and Mr J. Egeland for inviting WMO to participate in this important event.  Let me take this opportunity to congratulate the Federal Government of Germany for convening the Second International Conference on Early Warning (EWC-II). We appreciate Germany’s leadership in ensuring that all regions of the world work together in developing and implementing prevention strategies. Indeed, prevention and preparedness measures have been recognized by various international fora such as the UN Millennium Summit and the World Summit on Sustainable Development as a prerequisite for poverty alleviation and sustainable development in the 21st century.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Weather, climate- and water-related hazards are the most frequent hazards. Their spatial and temporal scales vary widely from short-lived, violent phenomena of limited extent such as tornadoes, flash floods and severe thunderstorms to large systems such as tropical and extra-tropical cyclones. At the largest scale, droughts could affect huge sub-continental areas from months to years. 

According to the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters in Belgium, over the period 1993-2002, hydrometeorological hazards were responsible for 86% of the 531 000 deaths related to natural disasters and about 63% of the damages worth over Euros 550 billion.  The mitigation of such hazards cannot be achieved without the ability to accurately monitor, detect and predict these phenomena and issue warnings with long enough lead time.

For this purpose, WMO's scientific and technical programmes ensure that internationally coordinated and operational systems are in place. Under the aegis of WMO, National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs) maintain a network of 10 000 stations on land, making observations at least every three hours; 1 000 upper-air stations providing information about the vertical structure of the atmosphere; about 6 000 ships and nearly 2 000 buoys providing observations over the oceans; some 300 aircraft providing 150 000 reports daily; some 450 000 hydrological stations; networks of radars in many parts of the world; and 16 operational meteorological satellites as well as R&D ones that provide a constant watch over the whole globe. 

WMO also coordinates 187 national, 35 regional and 3 global meteorological centres which analyse these data in near real-time, make forecasts and issue warnings of hazards over a time continuum from hours through days to seasonal and annual time scales.  These centres also include specialized ones related, among others, to tropical cyclones warning and drought monitoring.  Indeed, WMO is involved at all stages of disaster prevention and management including preparedness, prevention and mitigation, response and recovery.  

The prediction of small or meso-scale hazards such as tornadoes, severe thunderstorms, squall lines and flash floods requires the early detection of signatures, a near-instantaneous assessment of the threat and a rapid dissemination of warnings to the population and appropriate authorities.

Useful forecasts of the behaviour of the larger scale weather systems such as tropical storms and cyclones, intense depressions and large floods can be prepared several days in advance using numerical weather prediction (NWP). Useful skill in the prediction of these systems and of the associated extreme weather phenomena can extend up to 7 days.  In addition, the use of ever more powerful super computers and scientific advances in climate modelling have facilitated advances in seasonal prediction such as those related to the El Niño/La Niña phenomena on time scales of months to seasons in several parts of the world. 

The linkage between some extreme weather and climate events and El Niño/La Niña events is well known.  For example, there is a higher probability of dry conditions in the western and southern Southwest Pacific. Incidence of drought is more likely in places such as Australia as well as parts of Southern Africa and northeast Brazil. Wetter than average conditions are often observed in the northwest coastal region of South America, namely over Ecuador and Northern Peru. That knowledge has led to significantly increased skill in seasonal to interannual climate predictions and issuance of advance warnings for several areas of the world.

WMO’s support to early warning also extends to other natural disasters such as the incidence of harmful ultra violet light resulting from the depletion of stratospheric ozone and the dispersal of volcanic ash as well as human-induced disasters such as chemical and oil spills, wild land fires and nuclear accidents.  For this purpose, WMO coordinates a network of about 300 Global Atmosphere Watch stations for the monitoring of the chemical composition of the atmosphere and aerosols.  In addition, eight operational Emergency Response Centres provide forecast and early warning of the level of stratospheric ozone and transport of toxic substances in the atmosphere.  Over the seas and water ways, WMO’s network enables the issuance of warning related to oil spills and dispersal of chemical substances.  In many countries, the NMHSs are also responsible for issuing early warnings related to earthquakes.  As can been seen, the NMHSs are central to arrangements related to early warnings in all countries for a wide range of natural and human-induced disasters.

Another critical area is the assessment of the potential impact of climate change on natural disasters. The WMO/UNEP IPCC Third Assessment Report (TAR) issued in 2001 projected a global warming of 1.4 to 5.80 C over the next 100 years.  It has also projects that “very likely’ changes include more hot days and heat waves, and fewer cold and frost days; as well as more intense precipitation events, for many areas. ‘Likely’ changes include increases in risk of drought in continental mid-latitude areas. In this connection, it is recalled that large parts of Europe experienced exceptional heat waves this summer.  Last year several countries in Europe were severely affected by floods.  Such extreme phenomena are observed in all parts of the globe.  Even if these events cannot be unambiguously attributed to global warming, it is anticipated that such phenomena may become more frequent in a warmer world

An understanding of the possible linkage of these events with climate change is essential for the issuance of early warnings on longer time scale.  Such warnings would be of great values to many socio-economic activities.  In the case of agriculture, increase in temperature will affect crop production and thus food security.  Increases in intense precipitation events could favour development of pests, cause accelerated soil erosion, and depending upon the time in the crop cycle, interfere with growth and harvest. Possible impacts of extreme weather on health include contamination of fresh water supplies and spread of some diseases.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The integration of early warning into disaster risk reduction strategies and policies relies on effective systems that collect the relevant information, make accurate forecasts with longer lead times and ensure that the corresponding warnings are available to all nations, irrespective of their level of development.  For this purpose, I wish to invite the Conference to: 

Firstly, support the maintenance or strengthening of the observation networks in order to satisfy the requirements for monitoring and forecasting;

Secondly, assure that global telecommunication systems will continue to be improved in order to allow all countries to exchange in a free and unrestricted manner the needed data and early warnings;

Thirdly, enhance the forecast capacity at regional and national levels, in particular through exchange of knowledge and technology; 

Fourthly, assure that policy-makers are aware of the potential of early warnings issued by the National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs) and that such warnings are appropriately integrated in disaster mitigation strategies and policies.  


Finally, encourage nations to pursue efforts to better understand the linkage between climate change and extreme events.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The achievement of optimal forecasting and issuance of warnings of natural hazards and response requires effective coordination and cooperation between responsible agencies, institutions, officials, the media, political leaders and other players at local, national and international levels. Timely and effective forecasts and warnings of natural hazards coupled with local capability to take avoidance or mitigating actions are fundamental requirements for disaster reduction. In this regard, the Conference should take into account the fact that the burden of natural disasters falls disproportionately on developing countries and they stand to benefit most from improved early warnings.  

In view of the need for further integration and synergetic approach across disciplines, programmes and interested organizations, WMO has established a new major Programme on Natural Disaster Prevention and Mitigation.  This Programme essentially cuts across all other WMO programmes and activities.  As prevention and mitigation of disasters is as the core of its mission, WMO will therefore continue to do all it can to meet this challenge in the best interest of humankind.


Thank you.
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