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Geoss Network Could Issue 
Natural-Disaster Warning; 
Tsunami Spurs Fast Action 
By DANIEL MICHAELS  
 
Representatives of 61 countries and 38 international organizations that rarely agree 
on anything are meeting in Brussels to approve a global accord that may make a 
concrete difference to people's lives. 
 
Hosted by the European Union, the delegates expect to sign an agreement to 
integrate most of the world's civilian satellites, weather-monitoring networks and 
similar systems for "earth observation." 
 
The pact, to be approved today, will launch a 10-year plan to create the so-called 
Global Earth Observation System of Systems, or Geoss. The weighty name masks a 
simple idea: Everyone would benefit if the world made more-coherent use of existing 
information from space, land and sea. 
 
Geoss is unusual because it would create synergies mainly by linking existing 
systems, rather than by building new ones. These systems help with useful things 
like crop forecasting, climate monitoring and warnings of natural disasters. 
 
Geoss is even more notable because plans for the world-wide network have come 
together in barely 18 months. A quick start in 2003 gained new impetus after the 
Indian Ocean tsunami on Dec. 26, when better earth-observation data could have 
saved thousands of lives. 
 
"We set an ambitious schedule," said Ret. Vice Adm. Conrad Lautenbacher, the 
administrator of the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration in 
Washington, who is called by many the father of Geoss. He said that although 
reaching international agreements can often be difficult, "this one has worked very 
nicely." But he cautioned that "a lot of hard work begins now." 
 
The task of integrating scores of systems around the world into a distributed network 
similar to the Internet, where each participant can contribute and access data freely, 
will take at least a decade, Adm. Lautenbacher said. Establishing data-sharing 
agreements, payment procedures and network standards is "a messy job," he said. 
 
Coincidentally, the agreement will come on the same day the Kyoto protocol on 
climate change comes into force. While the U.S. is a leading proponent of Geoss, it is 
not signing up for the Kyoto protocol, in part because the Bush administration argues 
that data don't prove that global warming is as big a threat as Kyoto supporters 
contend. Kyoto advocates say that Geoss, while beneficial, also offers the U.S. a way 
to stall action on global warming by studying climate more. 
 
David Hawkins, director of the climate center at the Natural Resources Defense 
Council, an environmental group in Washington, said "documenting the calamity" of 
global warming "is not a substitute for preventing the calamity." 
 



Industrialized countries such as the U.S. and EU member states were early 
supporters of Geoss, but poorer countries including Cameroon and Ukraine also have 
jumped aboard. South Africa, for example, serves as a co-chairman of the committee 
setting up the system. "From our perspective as a developing country, the issues it 
addresses are critical," said Nhlanhla Nyide, a spokesman for the director-general of 
South Africa's Department of Science and Technology. He said South Africa expects 
to cut its energy bills thanks to data provided by Geoss. 
 
Mr. Nyide said Washington's rejection of the Kyoto accord "is no reason not to do 
something good for society" by creating Geoss. South Africa signed the Kyoto 
accord. 
 
Adm. Lautenbacher and other promoters of Geoss hesitate to put a price tag on the 
complex endeavor, but some people estimate it could cost several billion dollars over 
the next decade to build new data networks, establish computer-processing facilities 
and plug gaps in existing earth-observation infrastructure. Adm. Lautenbacher noted 
ocean monitoring is an area that could be improved. 
 
Advocates say one advantage of the plan is Geoss can be established incrementally, 
with quick results. Among the benefits planners tout are an improved ability to 
predict weather. NOAA, part of the Department of Commerce, estimates improved 
forecasting accuracy could save the U.S. at least $1 billion in electricity bills annually 
and help farmers world-wide with crop planning. The systems also will boost 
scientists' ability to track the global spread of diseases and pollutants. Climate 
studies that monitor sea levels, the spread of deserts and soil moisture also will gain 
from the integration of existing equipment, scientists said. 
 
Mr. Nyide speculated that one reason Geoss has come together so quickly is that the 
politicians' vision is being implemented by scientists. "There's a common 
understanding among scientists that the instruments are there, and what you need is 
to connect them," Mr. Nyide said. "Politicians are now coming in to endorse what 
scientists have done." 
 
Errol Levy, a technical expert in the environmental arm of the EU's research 
directorate, which also co-chairs the steering committee, said that calls for better 
earth observation date back to the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable 
Development in 2002. The U.S. later proposed an earth-observation summit, which 
then-U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell chaired in July 2003. The Japanese 
government last year hosted an interim meeting on Geoss plans. 
 
Stephen Briggs, who heads the European Space Agency's earth-observation 
operations outside Rome, said politicians' high-level backing for Geoss means "it's 
likely to achieve something." Smaller existing systems offer a hint of what the bigger 
system may accomplish, he added. 
 
During the past six years, space agencies from around the world have signed up to 
the International Charter on Space and Major Disasters, which provides imagery 
from space for use in events such as the recent tsunami. Mr. Briggs, who is based at 
the charter group's hub in Italy, called it "a fairly small but quite effective network of 
agencies" that can quickly share earth images when needed. "It's a small example of 
what could be done if you put your minds to it," he said.  
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