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NEWS OF THE WEEK 

ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE: 
Forging a Global Network to Watch the Planet 
Daniel Clery  

CAMBRIDGE, U.K.--The dream of creating a global earth-monitoring network came a 
step closer to reality last week. Proponents met in Brussels to launch a 10-year program 
to turn gauges, sensors, buoys, weather stations, and satellites that monitor Earth's 
surface, atmosphere, and oceans into a unified whole. The Global Earth Observation 
System of Systems (GEOSS), as it's called, is expected to evolve slowly from national 
systems into a comprehensive, coordinated, and sustained set of observations for the 
benefit of everyone, including developing countries. By adding links and standards, 
"earth science will step up to the next level: a total earth-observing system," says 
Conrad Lautenbacher Jr., head of the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration.  

There is little coordination today among the roughly 50 satellites observing Earth--or the 
more numerous sensors in ground- and ocean-based networks. As a result, there are 
gaps in coverage as well as a massive duplication of effort. The drive to add coherence 
began in July 2003 when government ministers from some 30 nations along with heads 
of various agencies--collectively dubbed the Group on Earth Observations (GEO)--met 
for an Earth observation summit in Washington, D.C. At a second summit in Tokyo in 
April 2004, GEO came up with the idea of having a 10-year transition from the current 
hodgepodge of observations to a global coordinated system. And on 16 February in 
Brussels, the third summit signed off on GEOSS's 10-year implementation plan. The 
agreement puts GEO itself--with 60 countries and 33 organizations now on board--on 
concrete footing, with a permanent secretariat hosted by the U.N.'s World Meteorological 
Organization in Geneva.  

Center of attention. Brussels, shown in this 2003 
image from a European environmental satellite, 
hosted a summit to launch a decadal plan for 
GEOSS.  
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The goals of GEOSS are lofty: Its proponents say it will improve weather forecasts, 
reduce the devastation of natural disasters, monitor climate change, support sustainable 
agriculture, help understand the effect of environment on human health, and protect and 
manage water and energy resources.  

The first job, according to Errol Levy, scientific officer at the European Commission in 
Brussels, "is to look at what is measured now, what is needed," and find the gaps. 
GEOSS will initially build on existing satellites and sensors, such as NASA's Earth 
Observing System satellites and the European Space Agency's Envisat. The most 
difficult part, Lautenbacher says, will be achieving an agreement on data sharing. There 
will have to be some horse trading on who observes what and who launches which 
satellite. "Some of this is difficult. It will require serious negotiation," Lautenbacher says.  

One of GEOSS's key aims is to involve developing countries. Lautenbacher says they 
"have the most to gain," in terms of helping them tackle problems such as desertification 
or the spread of malaria. But they can also contribute by launching weather balloons into 
the upper atmosphere or installing tide gauges to measure sea-level rise.  
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