Climate services
for all?

Climate services is an idea that has been floating around for some years.
Has its time arrived? At the World Climate Conference, aid agencies, water resource

managers and farmers certainly hoped so.

assan Mahmud, the quietly-
H spoken Bangladeshi Minister

of State for Foreign Affairs,
knows more than most about the
risks posed by climate change.

At the Third World Climate
Conference in Geneva he rattled
off a stream of statistics that com-
bine to make Bangladesh arguably
the country most vulnerable to
rapid environmental change. With
a population of 150 million, Bang-
ladesh has the highest population
density in the world. On average,
1000 people cram each square
kilometre.

The burgeoning population
live on the world’s largest delta.
This low-lying land, squeezed
between the Himalayas to the
north and the Bay of Bengal to
the south, makes severe hardship,
largely caused by monsoon floods
and typhoons, inevitable. Up to
one third of land is under water
for part of the year. The name
Bangladesh — meaning Country of
Bengal —is apt.

“Bangladesh is a country of
disaster and natural calamity,”
Mahmud told the 2500-strong
conference made up of the UN,
scientists, government depart-
ments, funding bodies and aid
agencies.

“With rising sea levels, saltwa-
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ter intrusion in low-lying areas
could cause a 40 percent reduc-
tion in grain production. Climate
change is exacerbating the risk of
disaster.”

Mahmud was not there to
complain about his country’s
lot. Bangladesh is working hard
to adapt, and climate research is
helping. The minister discussed
an effective typhoon warning
system now in place, based on
116 community radio stations.

He emphasised the need to work
across scales to develop effective
adaptation measures. Research
centred on regional and global
scales needs to be interpreted

at the local scale of towns and
cities if it is to be of any use. This
point was to come up repeatedly
throughout the conference, the
third of its kind in 30 years.

The first World Climate Confer-
ence, in 1979, led to the World Cli-
mate Programme (which includes
the World Climate Research Pro-
gramme), and later to the Nobel
prize-winning Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
and IGBP. The second, in 1990,
called on governments to estab-
lish a climate convention, adding
momentum to international
efforts that resulted in the UN
Framework Convention on Cli-

mate Change in 1992. It also led
to the establishment of the Global
Climate Observing System.

But, while the IPCC has
helped translate the work of
WCRP, IGBP and many other
research programmes into user-
friendly assessments primarily
for national and international
policymakers, there has been
significantly less progress in
translating the research into
products useful to water manage-
ment experts, farmers, the health
sector, the insurance industry, aid
agencies and the like, particularly
on shorter timescales and at local
and regional levels.

The third World Climate Con-
ference, organised by the UN’s
World Meteorological Organiza-
tion, aimed to rectify this defi-
ciency. The conference was called
to create what is being called a
“global framework for climate
services”. Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon, who had just returned
from the high Arctic where he
had met polar researchers on the
Svalbard archipelago, was in no
mood for procrastination. “I have
seen the sober reality of climate
change with my own eyes,” he
said. “Our foot is stuck on the
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“Our foot is stuck on
the accelerator and
we are heading for an
abyss,” UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon.
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accelerator and we are heading
for an abyss.” Delegates from
over 150 nations promptly agreed
the proposal.

The new climate service will
provide information and pre-
dictions on the time and space
scales needed by society. Major
advances in the science over
the last 30 years means reliable
seasonal and decadal climate
predictions are no longer a pipe
dream but a realistic proposition.
This will allow, for the first time,
key sectors to adapt and prepare
vulnerable areas.

It looks likely the new frame-
work will have four components:
observation and modelling;
research and prediction; a climate
services information system tak-
ing data and results from the first
two; and finally, a front end to
translate and interpret the infor-
mation for the various sectors —
governments, agriculture, water,
health, energy, conservation, aid
agencies. This will be the “User
Interface Programme”.

The third part, the climate
services information system, will
focus on what all the various
sectors need and feed this informa-
tion to the research programmes.
The two-way flow of information
allows it then to take data from the
programmes and interpret it for
particular industries or locations.

The first component — obser-
vation and modelling — is well
established, according to Deliang
Chen, executive director of the
International Council for Science.
But it is recognised they need bol-
stering. Indeed, one of the five key
recommendations coming from
the conference was stronger links
between WCRP, IGBP and the
other global-change programmes.
There is a need for a full Earth-
systems approach with more
integration between international
programmes. Scientists also called
for greater access to the world’s
most powerful computers.

The architects of the new
framework seek several out-
comes. First, strengthened local,
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MODIS true-color image of the Ganges-Brahmaputra delta.

national, regional and global
observational networks and
information-management sys-
tems for climate.

Second, better climate model-
ling and prediction capabilities,
achieved by focusing interna-
tional research on seasonal-to-
decadal timescales. Third, better
provision for climate services
nationally. This inevitably means
many more discussions between
researchers and the organisations
that will use the service.

But this is not without its chal-
lenges. During the conference

aid agencies and other sectors
brought home the point again
and again: the research com-
munity often shoves out masses
of data onto loading docks and
expects others to cart it off and
make sense of it.

Madleen Helmer from the
International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies
summed up her frustration. She
explained how her team spent
weeks poring over satellite data
before abandoning the work



unable to find useful data.

“We need to go to where the
knowledge is. And where this
knowledge is, is not a traditional
partner for the Red Cross and
Red Crescent.”

Walter Baethgen from the
International Research Institute
for Climate and Society reiter-
ated the point. “If I break my
leg playing football and need an
X-ray, I don’t want to be told my
bone reflects 40 percent of the
X-rays and absorbs 60 percent
and that an anomaly has been
noticed.”

Helmer says seasonal forecasts,
though, are what they need des-
perately. Plus a way of getting
information to people who may
live in a place that sees one bus
a day.

“We want a permanent dia-
logue between the knowledge
centres and those that can use
that knowledge.” The new service
hopes to provide such a dialogue.

Ulrich Hess from the UN’s World
Food Programme described new
climate-related initiatives for
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farmers. He claimed the climate
science community is “sitting on a
treasure that will allow the global
trading of risk”.

New schemes designed to
transfer the risk from poor farm-
ers to global financial markets are
proving viable. A pilot scheme,
set up in India in 2003, is spread-
ing throughout the world. So far,
more than two million policies
have been sold in India alone.

“We need good historical data,
good real-time data and weather
stations close to farmers.”

The insurance industry particu-
larly likes such schemes because
they remove “moral hazard”, its
term for fraud.

“If there is a third party — a reli-
able weather station, for exam-
ple — we have a guarantee that a
claim is genuine.”

The fact that the conference
brought so many sectors together
with the research community
made it a valuable step forward
in genuine engagement. The same
points were often made day after
day — emphasising the need for
more dialogue.

The head of the US delegation, Dr
Jane Lubchenko, said, “Imagine
farmers able to determine what
to plant and where, based on
drought forecasts three to five
years out. Imagine city planners
and water resource managers
able to ensure water for drinking,
energy production, agriculture
and many other uses. Imagine
public health officials being
ready for, or even able to avoid,
outbreaks of malaria.”
Lubchenko, who also heads the
National Oceanic and Atmos-
pheric Administration, added,
“The concept of climate services is
an idea that has been gestating for
some time. Today marks the day
that climate services was born.”
For Mahmud and 150 million
Bangladeshis the news comes not
a moment too soon.
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