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Meeting in Paris to plan tsunami early warning system

Experts from Indian Ocean countries affected by the 26 December tsunami and other
countries will gather in Paris this week to plan a coordinated tsunami early warning
system for the Indian Ocean. Organised by UNESCO’s Intergovernmental
Oceanographic Commission (IOC) from 3 to 8 March, the meeting follows
discussions held during the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe in
January and other meetings in Asian countries over the past few weeks.

The participants will set out the basic infrastructure requirements for earthquake and
ocean observation systems and national tsunami centres, and will consider the needs
for public information and emergency management.

“Many people just think of a high-tech system with ocean sensors and a tsunami nerve
centre, but much more is needed”, says Salvano Bricefio, Director of the secretariat of
the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR). “If the warnings do not
get to the people at risk and into public education and preparedness programmes, they
will be ineffective”.

In its capacity as the international framework for disaster risk reduction, ISDR seeks
better coordination between the different organizations concerned with reducing
disaster risk, including UN bodies, regional organizations and civil society bodies.

“Good coordination by the United Nations and other international organizations with
Governments and strong respect for country and community needs is essential in
order to move this process forward speedily” recalls Mr Bricefio. “UNESCO’s
Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission has coordinated the Pacific Ocean
tsunami warning system for 40 years, and is playing a critical role in steering action
on a new system for the Indian Ocean, in partnership with other ISDR partners.” A
preliminary system could be in place in the Indian Ocean by June 2006.

“Support for the development of a new tsunami early warning system in the Indian
Ocean is extremely high, so rapid progress can be expected” adds Salvano Bricefio.
Some 8 million US dollars have already been provided by Japan, Sweden and Norway
through the ISDR. The European Commission, Germany, the Netherlands and the
United States have offered further substantial amounts.
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Thailand has offered US$10 million to a special fund to support a regional warning
centre and other countries in the region have committed to strong national initiatives.

The Paris technical meeting will concentrate on defining a work plan and timetable
for the establishment of an early warning system for tsunamis in the Indian Ocean. It
will also consider the needs for other regions as part of a global tsunami early warning
system.

“Many other regions of the world are at risk, such as the Caribbean, Central America,
the Mediterranean and the Southwest Pacific region” says Salvano Bricefio. Many
partners are calling for a comprehensive approach that not only includes all countries
at risk, but also considers all of the hazards faced together, linking efforts on tsunamis
to other risks like storms and floods.

Referring to the Hyogo Framework for Action for the decade adopted at the World
Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe (Japan) last month, Salvano Bricefio
emphasized the integration of disaster risk reduction as part of poverty reduction,
environmental and sustainable development strategies.
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