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The Third Conference on Early Warning (EWCIII), to be held in Bonn from 26 to 29 March 2006, reflects in 
its structure the permanently evolving agenda concerning Early Warning issues; from what was mostly 
scientific concerns, interest is now moving towards more operational concerns, following the lessons 
resulting from the Tsunami in South East Asia in December 2004.  Two main areas consequently emerged: 
 

� the analysis of specific projects on Early Warning Systems presented by participants and which  
should be financially sustained through sponsors identified by the ISDR; 

� the discussion on recent developments of specific topics such as mega events, multi-hazards 
approaches and socio-eco-political aspects. 

 
A specific effort has been devoted within the Council of Europe’s Euro-Mediterranean Major Hazards 
Agreement to preparing its possible contribution to this International Conference, always keeping in mind its 
specificity: the Agreement is a “regional” institution which is not specialized in a specific hazard but fosters 
international multidisciplinary co-operation on risk management. This effort intends to identify the main 
lines of future work on Early Warning issues to be included in the EUR-OPA Major Hazards Agreement’s 
Medium Term Plan 2007-11 which will be adopted at the Ministerial Session of the Agreement to be held on 
30-31 October 2006 in Marrakech (Morocco). 
 
A policy-oriented approach 
 
One possibility was to privilege a project-oriented approach: identify technical projects of Early Warning 
implementation for specific hazard-prone areas within its member States, relying on the scientific 
competencies of the network of specialized centres (26 centres spread over 20 countries and covering a large 
range of hazards). However such a possibility appeared as inadequate as it does not sufficiently reflect the 
transnational goal of the Agreement’s action and some member States (such as Morocco, Turkey, Armenia, 
…) have already submitted such proposals to the Conference, some of them having one of our Specialized 
Centres as partners (for example, both Greek Centres made propositions). 
 
However the exploration of this option gave rise to a more fundamental problem, even for so-called 
developed countries: the lack of a thorough identification of gaps in already existing Early Warning 
mechanisms. At global level, this identification of gaps has been dealt with in the two previous Early 
Warning Conferences and recently updated in the survey prepared by the Platform for the Promotion of 
Early Warning (PPEW) of the ISDR. Besides the obvious need to deepen the knowledge on hazards and 
vulnerabilities, the survey stresses the need to rely on existing Early Warning Systems efforts when trying to 
build on a longer term a coherent common Early Warning System. 
 
This conclusion backs up our opinion that a generic approach of Early Warning in the Euro-Mediterranean 
region has to be based on co-operation between member States, rather than setting up a brand new system. 
This choice stems from the mandate of the Agreement as well as its abilities (both technical and financial) : 
its primary goal is to raise member States’ awareness to the need for setting up all necessary steps towards 
building Early Warning Systems based on increased international co-operation. The approach is thus clearly 
policy-oriented since it wishes to promote within member States (even Council of Europe countries not yet 
party to the Agreement), a real interaction between the different Early Warning players.  
 
A proper definition of the domain of action 
 
So far we have not yet identified these players as no explicit description of the Early Warning System seems 
available. The Early Warning concept as defined by the ISDR is “the provision of timely and effective 
information through identified institutions that allows individuals exposed to a hazard to take action to avoid 
or reduce their risk and prepare for an effective response”. This definition clearly emphasizes the end-user 
informational character of the concept and consequently an Early Warning System should be primarily an 
informational mechanism, “a system, whether automated or manual, that comprises people, machines, and/or 
methods organized to collect, process, transmit, and disseminate data that represent user information”. 
 
Such a definition clearly puts emphasis on end-users, who obviously include populations facing hazards (as 
stated in the ISDR definition) but also encompasses entities such as firemen, medical staff and other 
professionals who contribute to an effective response. This diversity of end-users also implies an adequacy 
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of warning messages adapted to each kind of end-user: the system itself must be constructed with this final 
goal in mind. To achieve such a timely dissemination of relevant information to each appropriate recipient, a 
series of institutional actors with a deeper knowledge of the phenomena should cooperate at previous stages 
in the chain.  
 
The more detailed chain (see appendix 1) can in fact be summarized in the following very simplified 
definition of an Early Warning System: 
 

Early Warning System = Rapid Disaster Information + Early Warning 
 
Rapid disaster information requires both detection data and background information such as impact 
assessment (deterministic data) that differs from risk assessment (expressed in terms of probability of 
occurrence). Thus disaster information has to be worked out before transferring it to the Early Warning step.  
 
A crucial intermediary step  
 
Even if accurate data collection and diffusion mechanisms exist, the main challenge for any tentative Early 
Warning System is to ensure that the intermediary step bridging these two information flows works almost in 
real-time in order to avoid any blocking effect. Furthermore, two categories of actors, with quite dissimilar 
approaches to the subject, have to collaborate to ensure the efficiency of the Early Warning System(s): on the 
one hand the scientific community centred on knowledge acquisition; on the other hand, authorities focusing 
on implemental actions. An explicit interaction step is needed to fill that gap too often overlooked (cf. 
appendix 2). 
   
Knowledge providers (mainly scientists), whose primary duty in such a chain is to deliver accurate (science-
based), understandable (even if incomplete) disaster information to orient downstream decisions, have to 
adjust their messages to its latter use. Simultaneously authorities (such as Ministries of the Interior or civil 
protection services) have to rely on scientists not as oracles but simply as providers of scientifically-sound 
information facilitating their own action taking. In both cases, an interdisciplinary approach is required: 
scientists from different fields and authorities from diverse sectors must contribute with their specific 
expertise. 
 
An adequate way of materializing such effective co-operation would be to promote the creation of 
pluridisciplinary task forces at both national and international levels, including both scientists and deciders, 
in charge of defining a commonly agreed strategy on the different steps towards the implementation of a true 
Early Warning System. Such a collegiate structure would enable their potential dissimilar approaches to be 
federated and the various identified gaps to be explicitly addressed. However, prior to this, both communities 
should agree on a clear mandate attributed to such a structure and should commit themselves to following the 
ensuing recommendations. 
 
The fundamental role of national initiatives  
 
It is clear that national initiative is essential to implement any effective Early Warning System: dealing with 
a whole Early Warning chain valid for a variety of national institutional frameworks is too complex (and 
expensive) to be developed by a single international organisation and the Agreement is not an exception. 
Furthermore, building up Early Warning procedures is not a novelty in Europe : national level activities have 
already been developed for many years in numerous countries (Germany, France, Italy, …) and even the 
above proposed pluridisciplinary task force have already been set up in some of them (Portugal for example). 
 
At least as a first step, such fundamental work as risk assessment has to be done at national level since the 
more accurate data is generally available at ministerial level and in the local universities and research 
centres. Sometimes, due to potential political implications, governments are tempted to develop it internally. 
To understand what “outside” experts (such as scientists) can really provide them, national decision makers 
have to be trained on the concept of risk and its importance. Only scientists can elaborate the rough disaster 
information collected in order to deliver useful information to the decision makers who deal with it.  
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A national approach in building an Early Warning System also seems essential to ensure that other 
components of the chain are active participants. On the one hand, local authorities are more likely to interact 
with national authorities to coordinate their action rather than waiting for international co-operation. On the 
other hand, due to a basic problem of language, a population at risk is more likely to obtain information 
through national means (local media, governmental communications …) than from foreign sources (satellite 
TV …). To be effective, any international initiative must check beforehand that such national relays can 
provide such a proper implementation.  
 
The international added value 
 
However, relying exclusively on national approaches may lead to major shortcomings even putting at stake 
the feasibility of such Early Warning Systems. In particular, at national level, governments can only develop 
their Early Warning System in compliance with their own technical competence and this could be a major 
handicap for less developed countries. The cost issue is also an important argument to promote transnational 
co-operation: the necessary resources (material and human) are significant and regional co-operation can 
reduce the overall cost and in some cases can also promote cost sharing.  
 
Furthermore, the existing national initiatives do not seem to apply a common approach, a fact which can lead 
to an asymmetric development of Early Warning Systems within the Euro-Mediterranean region. An 
internationally agreed methodology will provide as added value comparability between countries, especially 
helpful when dealing with transboundary risks. In such cases, specific disaster information provided by 
foreign countries has to flow through the national Early Warning system(s): their design has to be able to 
accommodate such external data in real time in order to adjust the associated actions if necessary. 
 
Through the worldwide agreement reached at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction (Kobe, 2005) on 
the Hyogo Action Plan 2005-2015, governments also recognised that any national effort on Early Warning 
Systems has to be linked to the second priority for action, namely a global effort on risk assessment and early 
warning. By outlining the lack of implementation of earlier proposals on Early Warning Systems at national 
and local levels, it appeals for greater international/regional co-operation in order to overcome such previous 
weaknesses, especially as far as data collection and dissemination beyond national boundaries are concerned. 
 
The Agreement’s proposed contribution 
 
In order to achieve this goal, it is therefore proposed to exploit the standard-setting machinery of the Council 
of Europe to promote national assessments of risk. Its concrete action can thus be developed both at regional 
and national levels and simultaneously at three different levels:  
 

• on a scientific level, through an involvement of its network of specialized centres; 
• on a political level, through the Committee of Permanent Correspondents of member States;  
• on an assistance level, through the disposal of external experts for assessment/audits. 

 
On the national level, a first step is to contribute to a better knowledge of the risk. Specialized centres, 
located in almost every member State, should act as national focus points, gathering the persons/institutions 
working on the topic to outline the specific national challenges. A further step is to benefit from the synergy 
between Specialized Centres (scientists) and Permanent Correspondents (authorities) to identify a list of 
feasible commitments for all member States of the Agreement. A final step would be to provide specific 
technical assistance to countries requesting it as a mean to achieve their commitments. 
 
This latter initiative illustrates that even at national level, international efforts can play a crucial role. 
Through the network of Specialized Centres, we wish to collect, analyse and diffuse “best practices” (both 
technical and/or organisational) identified in different countries. The network of Permanent Correspondents 
(representatives of national authorities) could have an international information exchange role, in particular 
when risks are transnational. Finally, countries with a more elaborated system on a specific hazard should 
also provide expertise to less advanced countries in order to raise the overall level of resilience to hazards. 
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The Agreement’s past experience 
 
Over almost the twenty years of its existence, the Agreement has developed many activities that, although 
not directly applied to Early Warning Systems, can be useful for the proposed future work on this topic. In 
the last ten years, the Agreement has collaborated with the Russian authorities to promote the Extremum 
system, devoted to forecasting the impact of earthquakes that can be used as a tool to optimize post-
catastrophe intervention. It has also collaborated with the IRIS project on defining a standardised system of 
warning signals and alarms throughout Europe, trying to tackle the problem of understanding the warnings 
themselves. 
 
The proposed direct co-operation between scientists and authorities within a pluridisciplinary platform has 
also been pioneered through the EDRIM programme which studied ways to preserve in crisis situations the 
information links between decision-makers, information providers and operational services. More recently, 
the Agreement has developed extensive work on the comparative analysis of major hazards legislations and 
interministerial management models in order to extract “best practices” to be promoted within the member 
States: this methodology can be useful to identify ways of filling some gaps in existing Early Warning 
Systems.  
 
All these past efforts show that the Agreement has always been aware of the weaknesses of existing risk 
management systems and has tried to adopt innovative approaches to overcome them. These past initiatives 
have greatly benefited from the dual composition of the Agreement: the scientific side represented by the 
network of Specialized Centres and the political side represented by the Committee of Permanent 
Correspondents. The proposed initiative on Early Warning Systems will be a way to reinforce this fruitful 
dualism while consolidating former works and future achievements on various fields around a common 
concept. 
 
The desire for a global hazards system  
 
Such a clearer view of what the Agreement will promote concerning Early Warning Systems could not avoid 
a crucial question: are States expected to build a multi-hazard system? From the point of view of the disaster 
manager, a universal multi-hazard tool is a requirement as he has to deal with all kinds of hazards with 
common means at his disposal. The legislator also wishes to avoid a myriad of single hazard legal 
instruments in order to facilitate their practical implementation as well as their necessary monitoring.  
 
Some recent examples advocate for such unified approach. Switzerland has already unified the information 
related to different hazards, proving that such an exercise is feasible. Furthermore, “9-11” events showed that 
vulnerability is similar for both terrorism attacks and hazards, justifying a common operational approach. 
Finally, the South East Asia tsunami proved that tall buildings, which are highly vulnerable to earthquakes, 
turned out to be resistant to tsunamis, supporting a transhazard approach for rewriting building codes. 
 
However, the latter example also shows that what is theoretically sound may be almost practically 
unachievable since recommendations are contradictory for both hazards. In fact, a universal Early Warning 
System seems almost impossible to implement in the short term due to the disparities of characteristics 
between hazards. Even if we stick to the purely informational flows within the chain, the diversity of 
information provided by specialists from different fields can be a main obstacle to such a holistic approach. 
 
A more realistic dual-hazard approach 
 
Taking into account such conceptual debate and keeping in mind the need for implementation proposals, it is 
proposed to adopt a more modest approach by focusing, at least in a first stage, on two single hazards, 
earthquakes and floods. Each of them is archetypical of the two kinds of hazards more present in the Euro-
Mediterranean area: 
 

• geological hazards (which also include landslides, volcanoes, …) which are sudden phenomena and 
thus events with problematic predictability; 
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• hydrometeorogical hazards (which also include storms, droughts …) whose emergence is 
progressive and consequently more easily predictable (except for flash floods). 

 
A whole array of reasons justifies such an apparently restrictive approach:  
 

• it stresses the regional specificities within the global Kobe framework;  
• it can benefit from the existing disaster information to concentrate on other issues;  
• it preserves the main characteristics justifying a diverse approach for different hazards. 
 

Furthermore, that reduced diversity should not dilute the diversity needed to evaluate the feasibility of a 
pluri-hazard approach to Early Warning: some important insights can emerge even in such a partial 
approach. 
 
Even if such reduction may seem to have some “European egocentrism” flavour, it must be recalled that the 
two selected hazards are in fact worldwide ones, which also affect other continents and constitute the main 
sources of loss (both physical and material) in 2005. The disparity of the Agreement’s member States, which 
includes countries in different states of development, may provide useful lessons for many countries in other 
geographical areas: the proposed work has to be seen as a laboratory of experiences and ideas for wider 
range implementation. 
 
The necessary interaction with other initiatives  
 
Obviously all previously exposed initiatives have to take into account that the Agreement is not, even within 
the Euro-Mediterranean area, the unique international organization which is dealing with Early Warning 
issues. When possible, the Agreement will promote synergy with already existing initiatives underway in 
other international organizations (such as UNESCO, WMO, European Union, …) in order to benefit from 
any progress in these fields but also to geographically extend their implementation within its member States. 
 
UNESCO has a long standing activity in the field of earth sciences and a recent initiative launched in South 
East Europe on earthquake risk reduction could be a privileged collaboration tool since many countries of the 
area are members of the Agreement and the Specialized Centres of those countries are mainly specialized in 
earthquake issues. Furthermore, the emphasis on such an initiative on information exchange and advice to 
governments on practical measures will be in line with the proposed future work on Early Warning Systems. 
 
Concerning hydro-meteorological hazards, the WMO is a world reference and its global informational 
network will be an essential tool in any effort towards addressing flood hazard in the Euro-Mediterranean 
area. Furthermore the European Commission has recently issued a directive on evaluation and management 
of floods which emphasizes risk assessment, transboundary co-operation and management plans: some 
practical recommendations stemming from it will be useful for member States outside the European Union.  
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APPENDIX 1 
 

The Early Warning chain 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

An informational flows presentation 
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