XIII-RA I/ item 4.3


Extracts from the Abridged Final Report of XIII-RA I (Mbabane, Swaziland, 20 - 28 November 2002)

4.3
Information Systems and Services (ISS) including Operational Information Service (OIS), Data Management (DM) and Regional Codes (agenda item 4.3)


Telecommunications System


Point-to-point circuits 

4.3.1
The Association reviewed the implementation status of the GTS circuits in the Region. The RMTN plan comprised 88 circuits, of which 69 had been implemented and were in operation.  The 69 implemented circuits included:

(a)
Six circuits on the MTN: Two circuits (Nairobi-Offenbach and Algiers-Toulouse) were operating at 64 kb/s; three (Nairobi-Cairo, Dakar-Toulouse and Cairo-Moscow) were leased telephone-type circuits operating at medium speeds (19.2 or 9.6 kb/s) using TCP/IP or X.25 protocol; and one (Cairo-New Delhi) was operating at low speed;

(b)
Twelve interregional circuits: Three (Casablanca-Toulouse (128 kb/s), Nairobi-Toulouse and Pretoria-Washington) were digital circuits at 64 kb/s; three (Algiers-Madrid, Niamey-Toulouse and Tunis-Toulouse) were telephone-type at medium speed; the other six interregional circuits were low-speed telegraphic circuits;

(c)
Fifty-one regional circuits: Fifteen circuits were operating at high speeds (19.2 to 64 kb/s) and 12 at medium speeds. The three circuits Nairobi-Niamey, Nairobi-Algiers and Nairobi-St. Denis were not physically implemented, but medium-speed virtual circuits were established via RTH Toulouse. Nineteen circuits were still operating at low speeds (50 to 100 baud) and two were being operated through METEOSAT DCPs. In the case of 16 circuits that were not implemented and three that were not operational, the NMCs concerned were exchanging meteorological traffic over AFTN circuits as back-up operational arrangements with the RTH or other NMCs.
4.3.2
The Association noted with appreciation the significant improvement in the implementation of the RMTN since XII-RA I in October 1998. Several GTS circuits had been upgraded to medium or high speeds via leased lines or public data networks. Several regional circuits were operating at high speeds via leased circuits with RTH Nairobi or via Public Data Network services with RTH Pretoria. Several regional circuits in the western and central part of Africa were upgraded from low speed to high speed through the implementation of the satellite-based network SATCOM, coordinated by ASECNA. There was significant progress in the introduction of the data communication TCP/IP protocol, in compliance with CBS recommendations.

4.3.3
Despite these significant improvements, the Association noted with concern that many main regional circuits had not entered into service or required improvement. These included the circuits Algiers-Dakar, Algiers-Cairo, Algiers-Niamey, Algiers-Casablanca, Lusaka-Pretoria, Tripoli-Algiers, Tripoli-Cairo (being implemented), Dakar-Bissau, Pretoria-Luanda, Dakar-Freetown, Dakar-Monrovia, Dakar-Lagos, Niamey-Accra, Brazzaville-Kinshasa, Dakar-Banjul, Dakar-Sal, Nairobi-Kigali, Nairobi-Bujumbura, Lusaka-Harare and Sao Tome - Brazzaville. 


Satellite-based distribution systems

4.3.4
The Association noted that satellite-based data-distribution systems played a crucial role as components of the RMTN in the Region and reaffirmed their importance for the efficient dissemination of data and products. Region I was completely covered by several satellite distribution systems. These included MDD, the ISCS (Atlantic) operated by the United States, and the satellite facilities operated by the United Kingdom’s UKSF supporting SADIS and a planned WWW data programme.  The northern part of Africa was also covered by RETIM, operated by France; and FAX-E, operated by Germany. The Association expressed its appreciation to France for the plan to implement a new RETIM-2000 service providing full coverage of the African continent.

4.3.5
The DCS, including the DCP DRS and the MDD system, which were being provided via Meteosat-7, were integrated into the RMTN as a complementary means for the national collection of observational data and for the distribution of this data and processed information from RTH RSMCs.  The Association noted that, in addition to the DCPs already in operation, a large number of new DCPs were being implemented in the framework of the HYCOS programme. These DCPs provided both hydrological and meteorological data.  The Association stressed the crucial importance of the DCS and MDD services for all NMHSs in Africa.  It noted with appreciation that several products generated by African RSMCs, ACMAD and DMCs were included in the MDD transmission programmes. In the framework of the EUMETSAT programme for MSG, the current MDD and DRS services were to be replaced by the fully digital LRIT and HRIT transmissions, while the DCS was to be maintained and further extended. 

RTHs and NMCs

4.3.6
The Association noted that all the RTHs in the Region were automated.  It was pleased to note that an increasing number of NMCs had also been automated, benefiting from available, affordable and maintainable technologies based on PCs and the TCP/IP stack of data communication protocols. The Association underlined that the rapid development in the field of information and communication technology was providing better opportunities for modernizing NMCs.  The automation of NMCs, besides improving the GTS/GDPS functions, also provided a good foundation for the further development of NMHSs.

Radio broadcasts

4.3.7
The Association noted that three RTHs (Nairobi, Dakar and Pretoria) were operating radio facsimile and RTT broadcasts. It emphasized that HF radio broadcasts had high recurrent costs for their operation and maintenance, and limited efficiency. In view of these costs and the ageing equipment, several RTHs had already reduced the number of transmitting frequencies and were planning to phase out their HF radio broadcasts in the near future. Noting the progress made in the implementation of the RMTN, the Association confirmed the plan to phase out HF radio broadcasts. It urged NMCs still relying on the reception of HF broadcasts to implement more effective telecommunications means, with possible cooperation assistance. The Association felt that centres operating HF broadcasts should also identify the remaining users and assist them in identifying other means for receiving information. It highlighted in this regard that satellite-based telecommunication services such as Digital Audio Broadcasting (DAB) data casting services currently used for RANET, provided a cost-effective solution in terms of recurrent and investment costs for meteorological data distribution with moderate capacity, and could be a valid solution for replacing RTH radio broadcasts.


The Internet

4.3.8
The Association noted that an increasing number of NMHSs were being equipped with access to the Internet, which provided considerable advantages in a wide range of activities, including working and coordination arrangements in the framework of regional WWW activities, CBS and other WMO programmes. Complementary data communication means using the Internet were also implemented to address current GTS gaps, in particular in the South-West Indian Ocean. The Association underlined that, for several small NMCs, the Internet was the only affordable telecommunication means for transmitting meteorological information, despite its possible shortcomings (lack of availability and reliability, delays and security problems). The establishment of Internet-based connections between RTHs and NMCs also appeared as a very cost-effective opportunity. The Association noted with appreciation that, with a view to minimizing the inherent operational and security risks, the CBS OPAG on Information Systems and Services had developed recommended practices for collecting observational bulletins via e-mail, and a guidance document on the most appropriate practices and implementation options for VPNs via the Internet. The relevant guidelines and practices would be reviewed by CBS at its extraordinary session in 2002.

General status 

4.3.9
Despite the significant improvements in the implementation and operation of the various components of the RMTN, the Association underlined that there were still serious shortcomings in the GTS in some parts of Africa, at the regional and national levels. General telecommunication infrastructure and services were in fast development, including the Internet, but still at costs that were difficult for several NMHSs to afford. Possible remedial actions to overcome the short- and longer-term shortcomings were addressed under the strategy for the enhancement of the WWW basic systems.

Radio frequencies for meteorological activities

4.3.10
The Association noted with appreciation the very favourable outcome of ITU’s WRC-2000 as regards the several items of concern for meteorology. It also noted, however, that the pressure on radio frequency bands would continue with the increasing development and expansion of new radiocommunication systems. The fifty-fourth session of the Executive Council had re-emphasized the importance of continuing to defend the frequency allocations to meteorological systems and environmental satellites. The Association was informed that the agenda for the next Conference, WRC-2003, included items of importance for meteorology, including the 1683 to 1690 MHz band. It noted that CBS and the Secretariat were pursuing their participation in the relevant ITU-R activities. The Association stressed that it was important that WMO continue informing the NMHSs on the question, and that the NMHSs coordinate these issues with their national telecommunication administrations. It noted with appreciation that a WMO Workshop on Radio Frequencies had been held.

Telecommunication techniques and procedures

4.3.11
The Association stressed that NMCs and RTHs should fully comply with the procedures as given in the Manual on the Global Telecommunication System (WMO-No. 386), in particular as regards the format of GTS bulletins, in order to ensure that the messages were not rejected, and thus lost, by the automated computer facilities at RTHs.  The Association noted with appreciation that two training seminars on telecommunication techniques and procedures in Africa had been held to address this need.  The Association invited Members to implement at their NMCs efficient procedures for making updates of reference telecommunication manuals and operational publications available to all operational and technical telecommunications staff and ensure strict adherence to their provisions.


TCP/IP protocols

4.3.12
The Association was pleased to note that the TCP/IP protocols were rapidly being implemented for supporting GTS operations. The benefits of this transition included considerable savings in financial and human resources to Members through reduced costs for communications equipment purchase and maintenance. This has enabled many NMCs to be automated.


Routing catalogues

4.3.13
The Association noted that an increasing number of RTHs were providing their routing catalogues on diskettes, on their FTP servers or via the WMO FTP server. The Association felt that routing catalogues were important for ensuring consistent and efficient GTS data exchange, and for informing NMCs of the bulletins available at RTHs.


Transmission programmes

4.3.14
The Association stressed the importance of reviewing the transmission programmes of the RMTN elements (point-to-point circuits, radio broadcasts and satellite-based systems) with a view to ensuring that the requirements of receiving centres and users were actually met, to the largest extent possible.  It invited RTHs to review regularly the transmission programmes of point-to-point circuits with their relevant associated NMCs.

NMTNs

4.3.15
The Association noted that serious gaps still existed in terms of data collection at the national level, as revealed by spot checks and deferred checks on the operation of the GTS. Several reasons for the telecommunication problems were detected, including the total or partial lack of the equipment needed for national data collection, breakdown or obsolescence of the equipment used for national data collection, use of inefficient techniques, under-automation of NMCs, ineffective connections or no connections between NMCs and the relevant RTHs, and failure to adhere strictly to the GTS operating procedures at NMCs. 
