Remarks by Mr. Alexander Alusa, Deputy Director, Division of Environmental Conventions, UNEP, during the Opening Session of the Global Climate Observing System (GCOS) Workshop, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 18-21 April, 2006

Mr. Chairman,

Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
In the context of the World Climate Programme and the Climate Agenda, UNEP has always been charged with the implementation of the World Climate Impacts Assessment and Response Strategies Programme and Thrust 3 of the Climate Agenda on Assessing Climate Impacts and Responses Strategies to reduce vulnerability.  UNEP has therefore undertaken studies of climate impacts on specific sectors – food supply, water and of course ecosystems.

We have also looked at vulnerability assessments and how best societies could reduce such vulnerability for sustainable development.  Work has concentrated on developing tools for vulnerability assessment and identifying coping mechanisms.  Indeed our work has advanced towards adaptation strategies largely in tandem with vulnerability work.

Mr. Chairman,

In this address, we seek to look at how meteorological information is relevant and important in some of the work UNEP has been undertaking and specifically how it is significant in the achievement of Millennium Development Goals and the development process in general.  We shall touch upon not only on the need for data, but the need for such data to be shared and indeed analysed into critical information database for decision making in the development arena.  The significance of global telecommunication system (GTS) under the WMO’s World Weather Watch in Africa will be highlighted as an important and critical imperative for effective use of meteorological information for development.

Mr. Chairman,

We have in the audience people better placed to discuss the development needs of Africa and I trust that these will be better articulated by them – notably our sister organizations UNECA and UNDP.  I want only to flag that poverty and especially hunger continues to be a critical deterrent for Africa’s development.  And whereas I believe that industrialization is probably going to be the only way to extricate Africa from its present economic abyss, it must be recognized that agriculture remains, for the moment, the economic mainstay of many of the African countries.  What is especially important in view of our discussions this week is that much of Africa’s agriculture is rain-fed.  And herein lies the significance of climate in the realization of the MDG’s in Africa and in its overall sustainable development.

The IPCC tells us that climate change impacts will be more severe in developing countries and more so in the least developed among them.  Africa is home to about three quarters of the LDCs, and therefore climate change impacts will be more severely felt in Africa.

There are many reasons for this, but among these are: (i) the limited capacity for Africa to respond to these impacts due to poverty, (ii) the over dependence on rain-fed agriculture which makes Africa most susceptible to the impacts on climate system and especially changes in the precipitation regimes and (iii) weak or lack of early warning systems especially the absence of preparedness plans for climate related disasters.

National climate extremes are a given known and have existed since time immemorial.  What may be new is the imprint likely to be made on these climate extremes as a result of changes in the climate system occasioned by climate change.  Preparedness for climate related disasters is non existent or at best poor.  Every time we have a flood or drought, governments act scared, have no response strategy and untold damage is occasioned to habitats and communities.

The key missing link here is early warning systems including preparedness plans.  In the case of early warning, there are clear gaps in information exchange with regard to impending climate related disasters.  Part of the gap is in knowledge.  Our ability to predict, at the scientific level, a drought with significant lead time remains poor.  This knowledge base is not at all helped by limited or lack of optimal observational network for climate data.  But in the case of say floods the problems are also in part due to poor capacity to predict and target the hazards.

Mr. Chairman,

An “early warning” must have two clear attributes as implied by the name.  It must be “early” and it must “warn”.  Often, we in meteorology confuse a weather forecast with an “early warning”.  A forecast only becomes an “early warning” when, the timing between the predicted event and its occurrence is enough for corrective action or avoidance of risk.

In other words, if the forecast is “early”, it is also an “early warning”, only if it also “warns”.  A forecast warns if it carries with it an indication of an element of “risk” and suggests with some precision who it is likely to impact and where the event is likely to occur.  The anatomy of an early warning system therefore would be one that (a) has the capacity to provide a good lead time in warning of an impending climate related disaster, (b) it must have a capacity to target which communities, structures or areas are at risk and (c) it must put in place a preparedness plan for dealing with such disasters, and have a capacity to reduce vulnerability of communities to the disaster.

Mr. Chairman,

Africa has a chronically poor observational network in terms of synoptic stations, climatological stations and satellite coverage.  What is even more disturbing is the poor exchange of data in Africa.  It is not unusual to visit ACMAD and find the bulk of Western African charts showing a relatively good data coverage in Western and Central Africa but poor data coverage in Eastern and Southern Africa.   Likewise, eastern and southern Africa could have good data coverage but lack western and central African data on their charts.  The data is not exchanged between west and east hence a forecaster in eastern and southern Africa is unable to factor into his/her forecast the weather events in western and central Africa.  Likewise, the forecaster in western and central Africa can not take into consideration the weather events in eastern and southern Africa.   To make things worse, many of the observations are not continuous.  As a result, it is difficult to accurately describe the climate of some areas as a basis for detecting incipient droughts and severe weather.

What Africa needs, in terms of data, are:

(a) consistent and continuous synoptic observational network throughout Africa

(b) consistent and continuous dense climatological observational network

(c) A reliable telecommunication network that would facilitate the exchange of such data for effective forecast and early warning systems to be put in place for sustainable development.

(d) Africa needs to build up a radar network in areas prone to severe weather as an essential tool in an early warning system.  Supplemented by satellite data and with surface observations as ground truth, the essential ingredients for an effective early warning system would be in place.

In addition to the meteorological data for an effective early warning, critical socio-economic data is necessary.  Demographic information with an indication of vulnerable regions such as population distribution along flood prone river basins, or hill sides and tops constitute important information for preparedness and response strategies in an early warning system.

Environmental data and agricultural activities are also important information. Changes in land cover through land use changes will lead to floods in areas where there used to be none and therefore raise the vulnerability of communities that were hitherto not vulnerable to floods.

Mr. Chairman,

As has been pointed out, Africa relies on rain-fed agriculture for its economic mainstay.  Even if Africa was to become fully industrialized, the bulk of its raw materials would be agriculture based.  Climate therefore plays a very important role in the development of Africa.  We all know for example that the horn of Africa has been experiencing a very severe drought leading to famine.  This has necessitated the diversion of resources from other important sectors in order to import food for the population.  In Kenya for example, we are already being informed that owing to this drought the anticipated economic growth rate will drop from the forecast 5.5% to 4.0%.  Inflation is reportedly up because of the increase in the price of food products.  These are all direct consequences of climate behaviour on development.  Beyond these direct effects, climate and climate related disasters have consequences for development because climate related disasters tend to direct resources from the other urgent development imperatives.

In conclusion, Mr. Chairman,

We can see that climate is significant for development and indeed a key determinant in the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.  It is also clear that in Africa, our ability to fully exploit climate information in development is hampered by sparse climatological observational network and its ineffectual communication through the Global Telecommunication Systems.  These networks and communication systems need to be improved upon in order that we can build in Africa a capacity to establish effective early warning systems for climate related disasters, and so that we can establish the necessary preparedness to respond to these disasters.  In addition to these data and observational needs, information on demography and other socio-economic and environmental data will need to be combined with climatological information in order to ensure that vulnerability of communities to climate related disasters can be reduced and that any development is sustainable in the long term.
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