
 
 
SA helps to push for interlinked global ‘eye’ 
 
Nhlanhla Nyide 
 
RECENTLY in Tokyo, a milestone summit took place with implications that stretched to SA’s 
shores. SA played a pivotal role at this event, aimed at bringing earth’s leaders together to try to 
build global architecture to make our world healthier, safer and scientifically interconnected for 
the benefit of people and economies worldwide. 
 
Ministers of 47 nations and the European Commission agreed on the framework of a 10-year 
implementation plan designed to make 21st century technology as interrelated as the planet it 
observes, predicts and protects.  
 
Rob Adam, science and technology department director-general, and co-chairman of the Group 
on Earth Observations summit, said earth observation “is essential to the success of our efforts to 
use science to promote social and economical wellbeing”.  
 
Earth observation is an area where SA holds a unique advantage over many regions. SA’s 
participation has been spurred by the pragmatic need to ensure that efforts at international 
collaboration on science benefit the developing world.  
 
The capability to connect our world already exists. Many thousands of individual pieces of 
technology are working around the globe, showing their value by estimating crop yields, 
monitoring water and air quality, and improving land management. 
 
The annual economic return to the US economy of El Niño forecasts is between 13%-26%. US 
farmers get about $15 of value for every $1 spent on weather forecasts.  
 
By creating one linked, global earth observation system rather than having many thousands of 
separate systems that cannot talk to each other, we could do much better. Just as a doctor 
cannot diagnose a patient’s health by taking just one measure, scientists can’t really know what 
is happening on our planet without taking earth’s pulse everywhere it beats.  
 
Crops in the Limpopo River basin could be better monitored. Emerging infectious diseases could 
be better tracked regionally. Sediment-heavy flooding harmful to coastal habitat and fish stocks 
could be forecast. Families could know winter heating needs many months in advance.  
 
The critical need to develop one global system was recognised last July at the first Earth 
Observation Summit held in Washington, DC. Nations agreed, by consensus, to begin working 
towards an internationally connected system. The number of countries involved has now reached 
47 — and 27 international organisations are also engaged.  
 
The summit in Tokyo advanced many vital interests underscored in 2002 at the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. The US, for example, is an active partner of the 
Geographic Information for Sustainable Development initiative now applying a new generation of 
earth observation data, technologies and field-tested geographic knowledge to advance 
sustainable development.  
 



Sound science is the bedrock of sound policy. Without it, scientific blind spots will continue to 
shadow acute societal concerns in every community of every nation on earth. In SA, just as in 
many countries, the concerns include water, drought, flooding, energy, and land and fisheries 
management.  
 
With fast-accelerating challenges, there is an urgency to developing one linked global Earth 
Observation System. Water, climate, weather and other key issues know no geographic 
boundaries, and 21st century technology aimed at understanding them must be as interrelated as 
the planet we all share.  
 
SA understands this. It is hoped many other countries will also join in this visionary effort to 
significantly boost the health of people, the environment and the global economy. 
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