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Item:  5

ENGLISH ONLY


COORDINATION BETWEEN ZIMBABWE METEOROLOGICAL SERVICES AND DISASTER MANAGEMENT AUTHORITIES

(Submitted by Zimbabwe’s Departments of Meteorological Services and Civil Protection)

Summary and purpose of document

This document provides the status of coordination between the Meteorological Services Department and the Department of Civil Protection of Zimbabwe and other key stakeholders including the media.

Action Proposed  

The meeting is invited to review the contents and consider any necessary actions for the regional subproject.  
1. INTRODUCTION

The Department of Civil Protection of Zimbabwe is tasked by Government with the responsibility to ensure optimal emergency preparedness and disaster prevention at the individual, community, sectoral, local authority and national level through regulatory mechanisms and coordinated strategic planning for emergencies.  

In Zimbabwe, more than 70% of all natural disasters are related to weather, climate and water.  Thus, severe weather events are a major cause for concern to civil protection.  

The Department of Civil Protection was informed of the SWFDP – RA1 Southeast Africa before its commencement last year and have been following its progress with special interest. This demonstrates a cordial relationship between the Meteorological Services Department and the Department of Civil Protection  which has become formidable over the years.  

2. REQUIREMENTS OF DISASTER MANAGEMENT IN RELATION TO   

    SEVERE WEATHER

Zimbabwe’s Department of Civil Protection fundamentally requires 4 types of information about a severe weather event from the meteorological service.  These relate to the specific details of the event including:-

(a) severity of the event

(b) spatial coverage/specific areas affected

(c) projected onset and duration of the event, and

(d) concise description of the threat posed by the hazard

It is important for the meteorological service to target its products and services at those questions that matter most to users of meteorological information.  It is even more important to package the information in the most usable ways.

The most critical requirement is early notification of civil protection authorities ahead of the severe weather event to allow for proactive disaster management.  Adequate lead time is necessary for mobilisation of resources and especially in cases where resettlement is necessary.  Resettlement is mostly done in cases when tropical cyclones are affecting the country. A typical example is the massive evacuation and resettlement exercise undertaken with the assistance of the Air Force of Zimbabwe in February 2000 when the country was overwhelmed by heavy precipitation and strong destructive winds associated with Tropical Cyclone Eline. The timing of meteorological warnings and alerts was impeccable.

Civil protection authorities also require additional information from the hydrological service as they have the expertise with regards the hydrology of the country including the state of rivers and dams.  The water authorities also assist disaster management by providing guidance on the most vulnerable areas to flooding.  Often, heavy precipitation events in the eastern highlands of Zimbabwe also cause flood events in areas far removed from the severe event.  This underscores the importance of strong interaction between the Meteorological Services Department, the Zimbabwe National Water Authority and the Department of Civil Protection before, during and after the severe weather event. Interactions among neighbouring National Meteorological Centers of the region are also vital since severe weather events do not observe political boundaries. 

3. METHODS OF EFFECTIVE DISSEMINATION – THE ROLE OF THE  

    MEDIA

After informing policy makers in Government of an imminent severe weather event, the meteorological service often convenes a discussion comprising the weather experts as well as hydrologists and civil protection authorities.  A common statement is then drafted for immediate dissemination to the public and other relevant stakeholders.

The media plays a pivotal role in the dissemination of severe weather information.  Whilst newspapers and television are effective means of communication to the urban communities, the radio is especially important for those poor and marginal rural communities which are often the most vulnerable.  

One major drawback in the dissemination of alerts, advisories or warnings by either the Meteorological Services Department or the Department of Civil Protection is exaggeration by some sections of the media with the result of causing panic.  Often, an alert for 

“Localised heavy falls of rain with significant chances for flash flooding especially in low altitude areas”

will get a sensational headline in the local daily “Flood Warning”.  Such a headline will obviously increase sales of the newspaper, but may seriously cause harm and unnecessary panic among communities.  Such journalism also damages the image of the meteorological service with regards credibility of the institution on severe weather forecasting. A plan is there to meet with media people and appraise them of the potential damage which can result from irresponsible journalism.

4. OUTREACH PROGRAMMES

The Meteorological Services Department of Zimbabwe is actively involved in disaster management outreach programmes countrywide. These programmes are mostly organised by the Department of Civil Protection before, during and after the rainfall season every year.  The overall goal of such outreach programmes is to raise awareness on the flood hazard in order to reduce vulnerability of communities in flood prone areas and the specific objectives were as follows:- 

· To educate rural communities to interpret meteorological information and therefore make informed decisions based on that.

· To increase knowledge on flood risk

· To improve early warning systems

· To identify safe havens in case of flooding

· To improve knowledge on health risks associated with flooding

· To improve knowledge on rescue efforts that can be employed by communities

Through these outreach programmes, communities are educated on how to interpret probabilistic forecasts and to also monitor precipitation upstream of their villages as heavy rainfall events upstream can cause serious rises in river flows and/or flooding downstream.

These outreach programmes are very effective but they don’t reach all intended targets.  This results mainly from limited resources such as vehicles, subsistence allowances and also human resources to conduct this exercise.

5. THE USEFULLNESS OF PRODUCTS ISSUED BY ZIMBABWE 

     METEOROLOGICAL SERVICES

On the whole, whilst the Meteorological Services Department of Zimbabwe has a good contemporary record of severe weather forecasting, there has been a marked improvement in severe weather information and products provided by the Service since the commencement of the SWFDP in November 2006.  This improvement is noted by Civil Protection authorities in terms of 

- the timeliness of sever weather information 

- the relevance of the severe weather information for disaster management

- the salience of the information

- the credibility of the information, and 

- the interaction between the Meteorological Services Department and the  

  Department of Civil Protection

However, there is still need for more detail and specifics with regards which actual locations would be hit by severe weather. It is difficult to mobilise resources for a whole province when the event may only occur, for example, in a small district.  This has been attributed to the rather coarse horizontal resolution of the forecast guidance products provided by the global centers.

It cannot be overstated that disaster management operations are very costly and often unbudgeted for such that its critical for the Meteorological Department of Zimbabwe to provide accurate forecasts of severe weather events as false alarms can result in significant losses of Government resources in addition to causing unnecessary panic and confusion.
