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Participation of the entities of the United Nations system

in the process of the Group on Earth Observations


At its twenty-seventh session in 2007, the Meeting reviewed the participation of the entities of the United Nations system in the process of the Group on Earth Observations and GEOSS and requested WMO, assisted by the Office for Outer Space Affairs, to prepare for its session in 2008 a report on GEO activities relevant to the Meeting, including an overview of tasks in which United Nations entities were involved. 


In response to this request this document has been prepared. It contains the following annexes:

Annex I:
Report by the WMO Space Programme Director Don Hinsman on the GEO IV Meeting and the GEO Cape Town Ministerial Summit held on 28 to 30 November 2007, in Cape Town, South Africa; 

Annex II:
Joint Statement for the GEO Cape Town Ministerial Summit, held on 30 November 2007, in Cape Town, South Africa, by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) including its Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC), and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO);

Annex III:
Statement for the GEO Cape Town Ministerial Summit, held on 30 November 2007, in Cape Town, South Africa, by the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA);

Annex IV:
Cape Town Declaration.


Participants are invited to discuss further action by the Inter-Agency Meeting on this agenda item, including ways to increase coordination of actions carried out by entities of the United Nations system within the context of GEO.

Annex I
WMO Report on GEO IV and the GEO Ministerial Summit

During the week of 28-29 November 2007, the Fourth GEO Plenary was held in Cape Town, South Africa followed by the Earth Observation Summit on Friday, 30 November. A for-information-only document was presented on a set of draft GEO Data Sharing Principles and in the Ministerial Declaration it was agreed that a process would be established to develop GEO Data Sharing Principles for presentation to the next Summit in 2010.

At GEO-IV, considerable time was devoted to agreeing to the Ministerial Declaration. The Plenary also reviewed the progress in the GEO Tasks for 2007-2009 for each of the Societal Benefit Areas. Although many SBAs had maintained good progress, there were two noteworthy SBAs where the progress was deemed unsatisfactory and required increased emphasis: health and water. The GCOS Steering Committee Chairman confirmed that the hydrological networks were in bad shape and with a downward trend. The GEO Secretariat prepared a detailed analysis for the 76 GEO Tasks for 2007-2009 that identified both Lead and Contributing Organizations. The following table is a summary of the contributions made by members of the UN system. The UN co-sponsored observing systems are included in the table for completeness:

	Agency
	Lead
	Contributing
	Total

	WMO
	15
	21
	36

	UNEP
	1
	2
	3

	IOC
	1
	10
	11

	UNESCO
	0
	8
	8

	FAO
	2
	12
	15

	Sub total
	19
	54
	73

	GCOS
	1
	11
	12

	GOOS
	1
	9
	10

	GTOS
	5
	19
	24

	WCRP
	2
	6
	8

	Sub total
	9
	45
	54

	Grand total
	28
	99
	127


Thus, it can be seen that the UN system is making a major contribution to GEO in the development of GEOSS and further supports the statement that “collectively, our organizations and our partner space agencies facilitate and coordinate well over 80% of the existing observational capacity that contributes toward meeting our respective mandates as well as those of GEO”.

The GEO Plenary held elections for members of the Executive Committee. The 4 GEO Co Chairs remained the same (China, South Africa, USA and the European Commission). New Executive Committee members include Argentina and Australia. The next GEO Plenary will be hosted by China in Beijing in November 2008.

The Earth Observation Summit was well represented by GEO Members and Participating Organizations. The WMO Secretary-General attended the EO Summit and made a Joint Statement on behalf of the Executive Heads for FAO, UNESCO and UNEP (see Annex II). The Joint Statement welcomes an arrangement under which the governance of GEOSS eventually becomes integrated with the UN system in a way that adds value to the various observing systems that are sponsored or co-sponsored by FAO, UNESCO including its IOC, UNEP, WMO and the non-governmental International Council for Science (ICSU). It also refers to the establishment of a mechanism, the Interagency Coordination and Planning Committee (ICPC) comprised of FAO, UNESCO including its IOC, UNEP, WMO and the non-governmental International Council for Science, which is designed to increase collectively the effectiveness of the systems for which they have responsibilities as well as to provide a mechanism for all of their organizations to interact with GEO on a continuing basis. The Ministerial Declaration also recognized the important contribution GEOSS can make through collaborations with UN system bodies (see Annex 4).

Annex II

Joint Statement for the GEO Cape Town Ministerial Summit 

by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO),

the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP),

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

including its Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC), and

the World Meteorological Organization (WMO)
30 November 2007

Honourable Ministers, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Director-General of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Director-General of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) including its Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC), and the Secretary-General of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) jointly wish to express our deepest thanks to the Government of the Republic of South Africa for hosting the Cape Town Ministerial Summit focusing on the theme “Earth Observation for Sustainable Growth and Development”. We further wish to express our appreciation to all Group on Earth Observation (GEO) Members for the kind invitation made to our respective organizations to address the Summit on this auspicious occasion.

Over the years, the United Nations Specialized Agencies and Programmes have concentrated on the common goal of implementing a wide variety of observation, data processing and communication systems to address Earth observations. These systems have served both research purposes and practical applications to global needs such as monitoring of the environment, weather prediction, ocean science and services, climate and climate change studies, agriculture and food production, as well as the forewarning and alleviation of many types of natural disasters. 

With these objectives in mind, our Members have undertaken the development and implementation of global, regional and national plans within the atmospheric, oceanic and terrestrial domains. We are confident that, collectively, our organizations and our partner space agencies facilitate and coordinate well over 80% of the existing observational capacity that contributes toward meeting our respective mandates as well as those of GEO. 

Our vision of Earth observations is one in which all observing systems and supporting infrastructures will be truly global, comprehensive, coordinated and sustained so that all data and information are shared among all nations and the total system optimally addresses a broad range of societal benefits in the most effective and efficient way possible. 

We applaud the statement that the GEO capacity building strategy will follow the World Summit on Sustainable Development concept of a global partnership between those whose capacity needs development and those who are able to assist in the process. Our organizations represent 193 Members States. Each organization collaborates with the others to ensure planning, implementation, operation and maintenance of effective and efficient observing systems as well as related data processing and exchange capability and delivery of services. Quite often these systems are shared by more than one of our agencies – but the implementation is undertaken by the Members themselves. Many nations need support to build their capacity to be able to contribute to the global observing systems and to utilize fully the global observations and information that these systems provide. 

We look forward to cooperating with GEO in undertaking an effective capacity building component of the Global Earth Observation System of Systems (GEOSS) that will contribute to the universal implementation of the global observing systems. We are therefore encouraged by the fact that the Government of Spain recently hosted the 1st GEO-Donor Capacity Building Symposium, held in Seville last September under the title “Linking Strengths for Sustainable Earth Observations”. We look forward to the results of that key symposium as an important first step for GEO to act as a catalyst to initiate all the capacity building activities that will contribute to the implementation of GEOSS.

Throughout the development of GEO, the UN system has remained committed to the goals and principles embraced in the GEOSS concept. Our respective organizations stand ready to continue to collaborate and cooperate with GEO in the further planning and implementation of GEOSS, using the GEOSS 10-Year Implementation Plan as a guide. We would welcome an arrangement under which the governance of GEOSS eventually becomes integrated with the UN system in a way that adds value to the various observing systems that are sponsored or co-sponsored by FAO, UNESCO including its IOC, UNEP, WMO and the non-governmental International Council for Science (ICSU).

Our organizations endorse the Services Oriented Architecture concept as the basis for the GEOSS architecture. This will ensure a common approach to enhance access to data and information through interoperability arrangements that are uniform across the diverse component systems that comprise GEOSS. Actions are already underway, in our respective organizations, to assist in defining the details and scope of the Architecture and to evaluate the impacts of applying this concept to our systems. 

Our organizations would be pleased to contribute actively in making a reality the function of “consulting, coordinating and liaising with relevant UN specialized agencies and programmes and international scientific organizations” which is foreseen in the fundaments for the creation of GEO. In this regard, we have established a mechanism, the Interagency Coordination and Planning Committee (ICPC) comprised of FAO, UNESCO including its IOC, UNEP, WMO and the non-governmental International Council for Science, which is designed to increase collectively the effectiveness of the systems for which we have responsibilities as well as to provide a mechanism for all of our organizations to interact with GEO on a continuing basis. We encourage the inclusion of other UN organizations, not yet represented in ICPC, that have programmes and systems that would contribute to GEO objectives. The location of the GEO Secretariat at the WMO Headquarters building in Geneva provides an excellent venue for coordination and we shall continue to seek ways and means to make this coordination and collaboration even more effective.

Finally, we wish to express again our commitment to the GEO objectives and the implementation of its GEOSS plan. We share a common goal and a vision that, we are confident, shall succeed in making GEOSS a reality for the benefit of humanity.

Thank you.

Annex III

UNOOSA Statement at the

GEO Ministerial Summit

“Earth Observation for Sustainable Growth and Development”

Cape Town, South Africa, 30 November 2007


Ministers, Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates, 

On behalf of the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA) I am pleased to be here at the GEO Ministerial Summit to report on the Office’s activities that contribute to the implementation of the Global Earth Observation System of Systems (GEOSS).

UNOOSA, located in Vienna, Austria, is the United Nations office responsible for promoting international cooperation in the peaceful uses of outer space. The Office serves as the Secretariat of the United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UNCOPUOS), an intergovernmental body of the United Nations established in 1959. It also serves as the Secretariat of the United Nations Inter-Agency Meeting on Outer Space Activities that convenes annually to discuss matters related to the use of space science and technology and their applications by the United Nations and its specialised agencies. 

UNOOSA is implementing the United Nations Programme on Space Applications with the aim to enhance the use of space science and technology and their applications for the economic and social development of all nations, in particular developing countries. Under the Programme, the Office conducts activities worldwide on subjects such as disaster management, satellite communications for tele-health and tele-education, management of natural resources, satellite meteorology, satellite navigation, basic space science and capacity-building, including in space law. Every year these activities bring together a large number of experts from developed and developing countries to discuss and act on issues that are of high relevance to GEOSS. 

A cornerstone in the capacity building efforts of the Programme on Space Applications is the network of Regional Centres for Space Science and Technology Education affiliated to the United Nations and located in Brazil/Mexico, India, Morocco and Nigeria. The Centres are in full operation and they are open to participate in any forum to discuss cross-border education activities in space science and technology, particularly earth observation and geo-information education.

UNOOSA is also implementing the United Nations Platform for Space-based Information for Disaster Management and Emergency Response (UN- SPIDER) which was established by the United Nations General Assembly in its resolution 61/110 of 14 December 2006. This programme is contributing to provide universal access to all countries and all relevant international and regional organizations to all types of space-based information and services in support of the full disaster management cycle. In 2007 a first UN-SPIDER office was opened in Bonn (Germany). Further offices will be opened in 2008 in Beijing (China) and Geneva (Switzerland). Additionally, UN-SPIDER will have the support of a Network of Regional Support Offices which will ensure that all countries benefit from the space-based technologies for disaster management. The Programme is contributing directly to the implementation of the 2007-2009 GEOSS workplan by taking a co-lead in GEOSS Tasks DI-06-09 – “Use of Satellites for Risk Management”, and CB-07-02 – “Knowledge Sharing for Improved Disaster Management and Emergency Response”. 

UNOOSA is a Cooperating Body to the International Charter Space and Major Disasters. In fact the United Nations is the single largest user of the Charter having already requested imagery a total of 44 times, including recently for Bangladesh for the Tropical Cyclone SIDR.


I am also pleased to report that the Office acts as the Secretariat of the International Committee on Global Navigation Satellite Systems (ICG) established on a voluntary basis as an informal body to promote cooperation, as appropriate, on matters of mutual interest related to civil satellite-based positioning, navigation, timing and value-added services, as well as the compatibility and interoperability of global navigation satellite systems. ICG will contribute to enhance the use of Global Navigation Satellite Systems in support of sustainable development, particularly in developing countries. 


In closing I have the honour to refer to the agreement of the United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space at its fiftieth session in 2007 to invite the Director of the Secretariat of GEO to report on a regular basis to the Scientific and Technical Subcommittee of UNCOPUOS on progress made in the implementation of the 10-Year Implementation Plan of the Global Earth Observation System of Systems (GEOSS) (A/62/20, paragraph 295). I am convinced that this will establish a closer link with GEO.

Finally I would like to take this opportunity to recognise the exceptional work carried out by the GEO Secretariat under the leadership of Dr. Jose Achache and to reaffirm our commitment to GEOSS.

Thank you.

 Annex IV
Cape Town Declaration
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Cape Town Declaration

We, the participants assembled at the Group on Earth Observations Ministerial Summit in
Cape Town, South Africa, on 30 November 2007:

Recognizing that nations are facing major environmental, social and economic challenges as a
consequence of global change;

Recognizing that sound policymaking for addressing the environment and sustainable
development must be based on understanding, describing and predicting a complex and
interdependent world, and therefore requires terrestrial, oceanic, air-borne, and space-based
Earth observations, data assimilation techniques and Earth system modelling;

Recalling that the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) stressed the
importance cf Earth observation systems for advancing sustainable development, particularly
in developing; countries;

Recalling that the G8 Summit in Evian in 2003 committed to strengthen international
cooperation on global observation and associated information systems and the G8 Summits in
Gleneagles in 2005 and Heiligendamm in 2007 affirmed the role of the Global Earth
Observation System of Systems (GEOSS);

Recalling that the Group on Earth Observations was founded on the principle of using
coordinated, comprehensive and sustained Earth observations to enhance human health, safety
and welfare, alleviate human suffering including poverty, protect the global environment and
achieve susteinable development;

Reaffirming the outcomes of the Earth Observation Summits in Washington in 2003, Tokyo in
2004 and Brussels in 2005 that established the Group on Earth Observations (GEO) and
endorsed the 10-Year Implementation Plan for building GEOSS;

Recognizing that GEOSS will continue to build upon the interlinking and strengthening of
existing and future observation, prediction and information systems developed and operated
by Members and Participating Organizations, within the scope of the 10-Year Implementation
Plan;

Recognizing the importance of providing stable, reliable and long-term operations of Earth
observation retworks and systems within the framework of national policies and international
obligations;

Recognizing the important contribution GEOSS can make through collaboration with UN
system bodizs including in response to the needs of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD),
United Nations Convention on Combating Desertification (UNCCD), and other relevant
agreements and processes, and the growing need to further enhance such contributions;
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Recognizing that GEOSS can contribute to the development of the United Netions Spatial
Data Infrastructure (UNSDI);

Recognizing the important contribution GEO can make through collaboration with the
International Telecommunication Union to promote, by the appropriate alertin;; authorities,
the implementation of the international standard for all-media public warnirg across all
disaster and emergency situations;

Reaffirming that GEO is addressing user needs focussed on multiple societal bene fit areas;

We note with satisfaction the numerous contributions and early achievements made by
Members and Participating Organisations towards the GEOSS 10-Year Implementation Plan,
as described in the GEO Report on Progress 2007. These contributions and early
achievements are delivering multiple social, environmental and economic ben:fits such as
facilitating access to observations, data and products, enhancing resilience to nati ral disasters,
improving energy, water and resources management, improving monitoring and forecasting
capabilities for climate, air quality and epidemics and facilitating the protection of ecosystems
and the services they provide;

In evolving from concept to action and implementation, we envision GEO providing a
significant international framework to increase the benefits of national «nd regional
investments in global Earth observation, prediction and information systems;

We confirm our common view that:

a) The sustained operation of terrestrial, oceanic, air-borne, and space-based observations
networks is critical for informed decision making;

b) Data interoperability is critical for the improvement and expansion of observational,
modelling, data assimilation and prediction capabilities;

c) Continued research and development activities and coherent planning are essential for
future observation systems;

d) Continued cooperation and dialogue will establish GEOSS as a power ul means to
support informed decision making;

e) Coordination at national, regional and global levels, continued investmerits, scientific
and technological advances and innovative approaches to financing wil be vital for
upgrading and expanding Earth observations and building the capacity o:"individuals,
institutions and systems, particularly in developing countries;

‘We support the establishment of a process with the objective to reach a cons:nsus on the
implementation of the Data Sharing Principles for GEOSS to be presented to the next GEO
Ministerial Summit. The success of GEOSS will depend on a commitment by all GEO
partners to work together to ensure timely, global and open access to data and products;

We commit to explore ways and means for the sustained operations of the shared architectural
GEOSS components and related information infrastructure;
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We welcome the resolution of the World Radio Conference-07 on radio communication use
for Earth observation applications and the support it provides for the international protection
and long term availability of frequencies for terrestrial, oceanic, air-borne, and space-based
observations including passive measurements;

We commit ourselves to working together to improve the interoperability of and access to
observation and associated prediction and information systems towards the continued
strengthening; of GEOSS and the full realisation of the 10-Year Implementation Plan;

We thank the Government of the Republic of South Africa for organizing and hosting today’s
Summit and hus advancing international cooperation on Earth observation systems;

We resolve o meet again before the end of 2010 to review progress, conduct a mid-term
assessment and give further guidance on the implementation of GEOSS.
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