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Coordination between Public Weather Services Providers and Disaster Management

Introduction:

5.1 What is Coordination?

The dictionary definition of “to coordinate” is:

(a) To organize or integrate diverse elements in a harmonious operation

(b) To work together, especially harmoniously.

Coordination can take place at various national levels – within a forecast office for consistency, across an entire NMHS, with disaster management, and with the media.

5.2 Why is Coordination Needed in a Severe Weather Warning System?

One way of looking at why coordination is necessary as an essential element in a severe weather warning system is to consider what would happen without it. This will vary between the various phases of dealing with warnings of severe weather.

In the mitigation and preparedness phase, the NMHS will not be prepared to meet user needs, and conversely the users will not have been made aware of what the NMHS can provide. Plans and procedures will not have been put in place to ensure smooth and consistent operations.

In the Response (and warnings) phase, people will be using different information sources; the information will have the wrong content and not be delivered at the times and in the format required. Mixed messages will be coming out from the NMHS, disaster management and the media, with resulting chaos and confusion, particularly in the public who will be unsure of what to do.

In the recovery phase, necessary information for dealing with post-disaster cleanup will not be provided; there will be no debrief to learn from the event. There will be recriminations and seeking of blame for the lack of coordination!

5.3 Overall Purpose of Coordination

In the broadest sense, cooperation and coordination should be pursued with all sectors and institutions: 

(a) Who are major users of the meteorological services

(b) Who can assist in a substantive way with the production and delivery of public weather services

(c) Whose mandate makes coordination with them essential to the effectiveness of those services

This holds true at local, regional, national and international levels. 

5.4 What Should Coordination Achieve?

Coordination with disaster management should achieve the following:

Preparedness and mitigation Phase:

· Establish needs

· Build Trust

· Two-way visits

· Exercises

Response Phase

· Deliver warnings

· Two-way communication

· Agree on public communications

Recovery Phase

· Review and Improve

5.5 The PWS Programme's approach to disaster reduction

The purpose of the WMO PWS Programme is to assist Members to provide reliable and effective weather and related services for the benefit of the public. NMHSs generally provide a variety of routine forecasts and information to enhance the social and economic wellbeing of nations but these vary from country to country, depending on national practices. However, a core activity common to all NMHSs centres on ensuring the safety of life and property, which is one of the primary responsibilities of a government.

5.6 Planning for disaster reduction

Each WMO Member is aware of the need for, and should have, a complete action plan for natural disaster reduction, which involves the four phases mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery. The mitigation phase involves long-term activities to identify the vulnerability of an area prior to impact, and is aimed at reducing the occurrence and/or the effects of a disaster. The preparedness phase also involves long-term activities to increase the effectiveness of emergency response during a disaster. It is a strategy for real-time co-ordination and response to a disaster situation and includes citizen education and awareness, ensuring the availability of critical warning information, hazard awareness drills and exercises, identification of effective dissemination systems and backup plans in case of failure of some aspect of the plan. The NMHS is a major provider of data to experts in mitigation planning and plays a major role in the development and realisation of projects in the preparedness phase.

However, the NMHS is centrally involved in the response phase with respect to hydrological and meteorological hazards. This phase consists of the actual warning process that starts with detection of a hazard, forecasting its behaviour and likely effects and issuing warnings through agreed communication channels, to people and organisations who are supposed to take action to secure life and property. Many problems occur in this phase and are discussed further on. The recovery phase involves post-disaster activities performed to return the impacted communities to a more normal condition. The NMHS continues to be involved by providing forecasts and support to the public and emergency managers on weather conditions that could hamper recovery efforts. It is also involved in post-disaster assessments of the warning system and should apply its latest findings to fine-tune its own approach, and provide essential feedback to review the national disaster reduction plan. A high level of coordination must exist within the organizations responsible for detection of and response to the hazard. Thus NMHSs must be actively involved in inter-agency disaster planning to ensure a regular flow of reliable and authoritative information to the public, political leaders, responsible officials, especially the disaster management and affected institutions. Coordination with the media must be given a particularly high priority, as the public media are a vital element in dissemination of forecasts and warnings.

5.7 Factors contributing to ineffective warnings

It must be acknowledged however, that even with an excellent strategy in place, plans can go awry for many reasons resulting sometimes in confusion at the approach of a known hazard and during the disastrous event. In fact, this confusion at a critical time can even contribute to the exacerbation of the disaster. Communication (or lack of), in particular, can be the root of severe problems. It should be remembered that communication is more than simply the dissemination of facts, as it is effective only after the information has been received and understood. Consequently, an effective forecast and warning system requires that the target population not only receives advance warnings and forecasts of hazards, but also that they understand the content of the message, believe it and know how to react to it. This implies that well-designed forecast and warning systems must include an on-going public awareness component about potential risks. Assessments in the aftermath of meteorological and hydrological disasters point to the following reasons for the ineffectiveness of some warnings. Among them are:

· Forecast inaccuracy - miscalculating onset time, intensity or effects of the hazard;

· The NMHS is not the ''sole authority'' for preparing and issuing warnings;

· Inadequate, ineffective or failed communication and/or dissemination systems

· The availability of unofficial and sometimes contradictory information on the Internet and international television broadcasts that could lead to public confusion;

· The low credibility of the NMHS, based on public perceptions of NMHS capability;

· Lack of timeliness of warnings and unavailability/inadequacy of updates;

· Ineffective, haphazard and ad hoc co-ordination with local and national disaster managers and other decision makers, even the media, mainly radio and television;

· Public response - people make their own assessments based on things such as previous experience and security of property, and may decide to take risks;

· The warning itself - vague, equivocal, ambiguous or not easy to understand language; insufficient advice on what to expect and actions to take;

The above list could be expanded to include NMHS staffing inadequacy, not enough real time field data to adjust/update warnings to include specific areas, or even an inadequate disaster reduction plan.

5.8 Infrastructure Capacity-Building

In order to prevent natural hazards to become natural disasters, capacity-building initiatives must result in permanent increases in forecasting and warning capabilities at local, national and global levels. The key to successful capacity building in this case is to target assistance to areas which are the most vulnerable and where needs are currently greatest. An effective plan requires:

(a) Easy access through reliable communications to observed data from adequate local, national and global observation networks;

(b) State-of-the-art domestic predictive capability linked to guidance from specialized regional and global centres;

(c) Effective local and national dissemination systems capable of alerting threatened populations at all hours;

(d) Education of the population at risk regarding the content of forecasts and warning messages and knowing how to react to them;

(e) Robust emergency response planning with evident coordination between all agencies involved in hazard warning, mitigation, preparedness and response roles.

5.9 Conclusions

The Public weather Services of NMHSs as an integrated element of a severe weather warnings system should ensure that they coordinate their actions with all partners and stakeholders so that they:

· provide information that is easily accessible and understandable

· better utilize, integrate and extend existing warning services

· enable effective decision-making by individuals and agencies through translating complex technical information into a message that can enable any member of community to take appropriate action.

