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Costa Rica Joins Global Group on Earth Observations (GEO)
Vital Water, Health, Agricultural Issues Will Be Addressed

San Jose, June 26 — Costa Rica today announced its new membership in the Group on Earth
Observations (GEO), a move that will address life-threatening concerns related to flash floods,
drought, mudslides, and devastated infrastructure along with environmental ties to asthma,
dengue, and other major health problems. Ninety percent of all natural disasters in Costa Rica
are caused by hydro-meteorological events. Thirty-two percent of Costa Ricans have asthma-
related health problems.

“Our aim is to prevent hazards from becoming disasters,” said Dr. Robert Dobles, Minister of
the Environment for Costa Rica. “By joining GEO, our country will benefit from working with
an international community that recognizes that 21%-century technology must be as integrated
as the planet it observes, forecasts and protects. We will begin to connect more scientific dots
and have the sound science required to make sound decisions and policy across a broad
spectrum of sectors, including weather and climate, health, agriculture, and energy, among other
critical areas.”

In Costa Rica, the Instituto Meteorologico Nacional led by Dr. Paulo Manso has been
designated as the lead organization to GEO. With today’s announcement, Costa Rica will
become a vital Central American link to the global effort.

With engagement by 70 countries, the European Commission and 46 participating global
organizations, GEO is developing a Global Earth Observation Systems of Systems (GEOSS)
that will provide comprehensive, coordinated Earth observations from thousands of instruments
working around the globe. This “system of systems” will collect data that can be transformed
into information essential to reducing disasters, improving human health and weather
forecasting, understanding and adapting to climate variability and change, sustaining agriculture
and conserving biodiversity, and better managing water, energy resources, and fragile
ecosystems. /n situ, airborne and space-based observations will contribute to the emerging
GEOSS.

Prof. José Achache, Director of the GEO Secretariat which is established in Geneva, said that,

“Global change has become a reality, and it can bring an increase to the number of disasters,

such as hurricanes and floods, which are particularly pertinent to Central America. Earth

observations are key to finding the best solutions to adapt to these changes and, by joining our

network; Costa Ricans will have direct benefits and also enhance the global impact of GEO.”
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Just as countries world-wide, Costa Rica is a nation that has strong need for comprehensive,
continuous and coordinated Earth observations rather than merely examining individual
components of the Earth system. Costa Rica is exposed to a very fierce rainy season. There are
tropical storms and waves, hurricanes, cold fronts, earthquakes, tsunamis, and effects from
climatic change that have an impact on different species throughout the country.

When  considering  Central America and the Caribbean Islands, Costa
Rica has the highest rate of disasters per square meter, with 33 major disasters occurring in the
past 30 years. Each year almost all of the emergencies handled by the National Emergency
Commission are related to flood-related events, which affect an annual average of .08 per 1000
inhabitants and losses of $1.2 billions of dollars. A strong, torrential rain from a typical day
during the rainy season can generate more than 70mm of rain in a few hours, sufficient to cause
the overflow of rivers in the metropolitan area and to affect hundreds of people as well as
hundreds of homes. About 18 tornadoes on a small scale occur each year, again affecting
hundreds of people and causing property destruction. Just as cold fronts, hurricanes in Costa
Rica can generate 1200mm of rain in just two to three days, leading to regional and national
floods.

World-wide, between 1990-1999, disasters killed 500,000 people and caused $750 billion in
damage. In 1995, the World Bank reported that 80 countries, with 40 percent of the world’s
population, faced water scarcity, a percentage expected to increase with population growth. In
developing countries, in particular, water shortage is an acute problem. The changing pattern of
global climate has important consequences in many areas, including human health, water
availability, food security, and energy management. Biodiversity also is an increasing concern
in many areas of the globe. Better coordination of observation systems and data will greatly
improve forecasting, preparedness, and mitigation of such concerns.

GEO aims to develop the use of Earth observations by a broad range of communities from
developed and developing countries, including governments and other decision- and policy-
makers at many levels, scientists, industry, emergency responders, international and non-
governmental organizations, and the public.

www.earthobservations.org
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