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The World
Meteorological
Organization
in your daily life

,
Message from Mr Kofi Annan

The roots and the strength of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) are
embedded in global cooperation, as weather and climate do not recognize political or
economic boundaries. Throughout its history, WMO has promoted a better understanding of weather, water and climate; and helped others understand that these phenomena
know no national boundaries - that they vitally affect the health and well-being of all lives
on this Earth.
The gradual rise in sea level and the increase in natural disasters are a source of grave
concern to the entire international community. WMO has played an important role in
providing vital information for advance warnings that save lives and reduce damage to
property and the environment. For these reasons, there is no doubt that the role of WMO
will be even more important in the future.
The process of globalization, market-led economies, population growth, the increasing
diversity of human activities and environmental degradation will inevitably require
improved and longer-range forecasts of weather and climate events. There will also be
the need for WMO to ensure improved public weather services; increased safety of travel
by air, land and sea; increased support to agriculture and management of water, energy
and other resources; and anticipate, avert or minimize the impacts of desertification and
other threats to the global environment.
The future of the World Meteorological Organization in a world touched by global
warming is not to be underestimated. Weather systems are changing, and changing our
planet at the same time. Humankind's behaviour must change also.
For these reasons, I am proud, on this occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of WMO, to
convey this message as an introduction to this brochure, in which the work of the
Organization is presented to a new generation; that generation which will, in a changing world, come to rely more and more upon the work of WMO.

(Kofi A. Annan)
Secretary-General
United Nations

Forevvord by Prof. G.O.P. Obasi

)
The Convention establishing the World Meteorological Organization (WMOj, which came into
effect fifty years ago, on 23 March 1950, has given the Organization a mandate to coordinate
and facifitate worldwide cooperation in the field of weather, climate, water and related sciences.
The fiftieth anniversary of WMO provides a unique opportunity to celebrate the numerous
achievements of the Organization in the service of humanity and the preservation of the Earth. It
also gives us the opportunity to introduce future generations to the work of the Organization, as
well as to its vision of the future.
As weather and climate know no political or economic boundaries, WMO flourishes on
international cooperation. The work of the Organization has consistently benefited from the
technological revolution and scientific progress in satellites, computers and telecommunications,
so as to promote advances of meteorology, hydrology and related geophysical sciences and to
encourage their application to the welfare of humanity. WMO is now recognized as the United
Nations system's authoritative voice on the state and behaviour of the Earth's
atmosphere, its interaction with the land surface and oceans, the climate it produces and the
resulting distribution of water resources.
The latter part of the 20th century was marked by considerable degradation of the natural environment. Among the various environmental challenges, climate change has been widely
discussed, as it is a phenomenon of concern to all humanity. WMO was the first organization to
study the process of global climate change, and warn about its possible unprecedented consequences for life on Earth. Similarly, WMO alerted the world community to the "ozone hole",
dwindling water resources, and the increased levels of pollution.
Looking to the future, WMO will continue to be sensitive and responsive to the evolving needs of
society for accurate and timely information on weather and climate for an ever-widening range
of human activities. Indeed, its capacity to address environmental challenges related to weather,
climate and water will be further strengthened in this new millennium.
This brochure, published specifically for the younger generation, on the occasion of WMO's
fiftieth anniversary, portrays the work of WMO, and will be for many young readers a
starting point for the discovery of the Organization's role and activities. WMO will continue to be
on the forefront of observing and predicting the state of the atmosphere and climate, to
protect our environment and make it safer for us all, as well as for future generations.

------

~~Io---_ - _
(G.O.P. Obasi)
Secretary-General
World Meteorological Organization
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Introduction
Have you ever paid much attention to weather? Not to the weather forecast that's on
just after the news, but to weather? By weathel~ of course, we mean The Whole Thing;
not just whether it is going to rain tomorrow, but what causes the rain, what makes
a land turn into a rain-less desert, what causes storms and typhoons... and whether
in the future, our beautiful planet will have the same sort of weather as it does now.
For weather isn't as simple as you thought it was. In fact, it's all very complex, since
an incredible number of things can affect weather, just as it also affects a whole lot
of other things. And since obviously weather doesn't stop at national borders, rain
on the French frontier doesn't mean that it's a nice day just across in Switzerland ...
But why should you care? After all, you watch the weather report on TV every
evening, you know whether you need to wear a raincoat or shorts tomorrow, that's
all you need to know. But you're wrong. Did you ever hear the phrase "A butterfly
flaps its wings in Brazil: there will be storms in Japan in a few days"? Well, that's
more or less true. Weather in one place affects the weather in other places.

So you would think that weather is such a complicated business, that nobody really
knows what's going on, and what causes what. But you'd be wrong. The World
Meteorological Organization (WMO), which is part of the United Nations system, has
a mission to help everybody understand the weathel; and how your daily behaviour
affects it. Yes, what you do today can cause weather changes tomorrow. WMO,
which includes all of its Members' national Meteorological and Hydrological
Services, is making sure you understand how it works.
Not only that - that weather person, the one standing there with the happy smile,
telling you that tomorrow will be a nice day - do you know how he or she gets that
information? Well, national meteorological offices do predict the weather within the
borders ofyour country - and often beyond - on a longer time scale. For this pUlpose,
WMO coordinates the free and unrestricted exchange of weather information among
the national Meteorological and Hydrological Services of all nations of the world.
This booklet has been written to help you understand weathel~ and WMo. Some
things you will read will probably surprise you.
For example,
you'll probably wonder what air pollution has to do with weather, or what the
"hole" in the ozone layer has to do with weather. You're probably already
wondering about the title - what does WMO have to do with your daily life? Well,
keep reading to find out. But first, here's a little bit of history ...
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Primeval weather
Ouhaa. / have seen ten hot seasons. / live in a green place where many things
grow. /n very many years, this will be a Great Desert. My father and / are the first
weathermen. Every morning, when my father wakes up, he goes outside the cave. He
takes a deep breath, then gives a great shout, to remind us all that he is the chief. He
looks around, to see whether danger threatens our people. Then he speaks to the spirits
of the weather.
11/ am

First, he shouts to the rain: IIOuai!1I Which for you means: IISmall rain, will you fall today
and spoil our hunt?1I Then he calls to the wind: IIOuaiai!II, which means IIWinds, will you
come from the North and hide us from our prey?1I To the sun, he says: IIOuaiaiai which
means IISun, will you heat the heads of our prey until they cannot see us coming?/I Then
my father looks at the sky, smells the air, and bends the ankle he broke four cold seasons
ago. When the weather spirits have answered him, he shouts: IIOuarch!/I, which for you
should mean: /lThe weather will be fine today. We can hunt!/I
ll

,

But this isn't all my father can do. When the leaves fall, and the great cold is coming, my
father speaks to the trees and plants, to ask them if the snows will be deep, and whether
they will stay long. /f the trees say that it will be very cold, we fill the back of the cave
with dried fruits, nuts, roots and meat from our hunt. Later, when the snow has come, my
father speaks to the plants and animals to find out when the sun will come back.
My father is teaching me the secrets of speaking to the spirits of the weather. When / am
chief, / will know when to tell my people to hide from the cold, and when to come out of
the cave and dance in the sun. 1I

j
f

j
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Questions and answers
Q: WMO - what for?

A:

The purpose of WMO is to coordinate the activities of the 185 Member countries
in producing and exchanging information about weather, water and climate; doing
research at national, international and global levels; and training weather professionals. The ultimate goal of WMO is to make it easier for communities and nations
to achieve well-being and safety and to contribute to the preservation of the Earth.

Q: Could you identify some of the maior dates in WMO's
history?

A:
1873

WMO's predecessor, the International Meteorological Organization, is

1882·3

established
First International Polar Year. Scientists at the North Pole set up weather
stations around the Pole. It is cold - so cold, that the Second Polar Year

1947
1950
1951
1961
1963
1971
1979
1999

won't be for another 50 years!
WMO Convention is agreed upon at a Conference of Directors of
Meteorological Services
The new Convention enters into force
WMO becomes a specialized agency of the United Nations
First World Meteorological Day
World Weather Watch launched
Tropical Cyclone project begins
First World Climate Conference is held
WMO inaugurates its new Headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland

_ _ _1_-~~-----~
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Did you know?
1.6 million years ago Early man (Homo Erectus) comes out of his cave in the
morning, and looks at the sky to see whether it will be a nice day. Records

of ancient human civilizations in China, India, Mesopotamia and Egypt
contain many references to weather and climate.
400 B. C. Soothsayers around the Mediterranean basin watch the flight of birds and
dissect animals to find out what the weather will be like over the next season.
360 B.C. Aristotle writes Meteorologica.
1592 Galileo Galilei, in Florence, constructs a simple gas thermometer; the efforts of
many others finally result in a reasonably accurate liquid-in-glass device.
1643 EvangeLista Torricelli, also in FLorence, and a pupil of Galileo's, invents the
mercury barometer, allowing changes in weather to be forecast a short while
in advance.
1714 Daniel Gabriel Fahrenheit of Germany develops the Fahrenheit temperature
scale.
1742 Swedish astronomer Anders Celsius develops the Celsius temperature scale.

Predicting the ~eather not iust a matter of watching
the clouds go by...

1
Sailing the not-so-stormy seas
Holidays with my parents aren't always the greatest. My friends aren't around, and I have
to look after my baby sister. The only decent thing is that Iget to go sailing with my dad. But
it's such a hassle! The day before we set sail, my dad spends the whole day getting ready.
He's such a perfectionist. My mother says that it's because he's a Virgo, but Ithink it's because
he's a bit of a control freak.
Everything has to be checked and put away in the sloop. Then comes the high point of my
dad's day - he listens to the shipping forecast. For a few minutes, he sits in front of the radio,
listening to incomprehensible stuff like "The area forecasts for the next 24 hours are: Viking
North Utsire - Northerly 7 or Gale 8 decreasing 5. Occasional rain. Moderate, becoming
good for a time. South Utsire: Northwesterly 7 to severe Gale 9, decreasing 6. Occasional
Rain. Moderate or Good. Forties: Northwesterly 6 to Gale 8, Decreasing 5. Rain at First.
Moderate, becoming good. Cromarty: Northwesterly 6 or 7 decreasing 4. Rain at times.
Moderate or poor. Forth Tyne: Northwesterly 4 or 5 occasionally 6 at first. Rain at times.
Good becoming moderate or poor. Dogger: Northwest veering north 6 to Gale 8. Rain at
first. Moderate." What's all that supposed to mean?
My dad even takes notes which he re-reads all evening. The next morning, he listens to the
forecast again. And then, he even goes to the harbour master's, to read the weather report
on the noticeboard... and only after all of this does he decide whether we're going sailing
or not.
It's not like we're going out on the high seas on a catamaran for several days - we've got a
fifteen-footer, and all we're doing is going along the coast a few miles before coming back
to port. When I tease my dad about the whole business, he gets really huffy. "You never
know, there might be a storm, and then you wouldn't feel so smart, Mister!" he says.
But even though I find it all a bit dumb, I love spending time with my dad. We don't often
get a chance to be alone together.

)
Questions and answers
Q: Why do we need to study the weather? Can't we iust wait
and see what will happen?

A:

You can wait if you want to, but many people really need to know what the weather
is going to be like. Farmers need to know, for example, if it will rain tomorrow. If
not, then they may need to water their crops. Sailors need to know whether it will
be safe to sail out of sight of land tomorrow. Aeroplane pilots need to know whether
they will be flying through blue skies or through a storm. You also need to know if only just to find out whether you need to wear your raincoat to school tomorrow.

Q: Why is WMO important?

A:

Weather doesn't stop at frontiers. When you cross from one country to the next, it
doesn't stop raining just because you're in another country! Countries therefore
have to cooperate in order to develop their meteorology skills, and to be able to
predict the weather. Nearly three-quarters of all natural disasters are weatherrelated. WMO provides vital information for the advance warnings that save both
lives and property from destruction.

Q: So what does WMO do?

A:

WMO coordinates worldwide activities that have to do with weather, water and
climate, in particular through the work of the national Meteorological and
Hydrological Services

of

its 185 Member countries. It also trains weather profes-

sionals. WMO works to improve the well-being and safety of communities, nations
and the whole of humankind. WMO coordinates weather centres worldwide and in
particular the five regions of the world where major tropical cyclones occur, so that
people are more aware and better prepared to benefit from weather and climate
conditions or mitigate the effects of severe weather.

----Did you know?
• There are five categories of hurricane:
level 1 - winds of 119-152 kilometres per hour (km/h)
level 2 - winds of 153-177 km/h
level 3 - winds of 178-209 km/h
level 4 - winds of 210-249 km/h
level 5 - winds of over 249 km/h
• The 1990s were the warmest decade of the warmest century of the last 1 000
years. 1998 was the hottest year on record.
• The lowest surface temperature ever recorded was in Vostok, Antarctica: -129°F
(-89°C). El-Azizia, Libyan Arab Jamatririya, holds the world's record for the
hottest temperature: 136°F (57. 8°C) on 13 September 1992.
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Life - bucket by bucket
Sometimes, / feel as though / was born with a bucket on my head. Ever since / was a very
little girl, / have gone to get water at the well in our village. But not for the last few months
- our well dried up. / can't go to the well near the fields either - people came to tell us
not to use it any more. They said it was polluted - we didn't know what that meant, so
they explained that it was dirty now. We didn't believe them at first, but people began to
get sick after drinking the wate", and some of our plants died.

)

So now / walk for an hour to get water. / go with my friends. We have a good time, talking the whole way. It's coming back that is difficult, because the sun is so hot - / think it
gets hotter when / have the bucket on my head.
There is a problem, though. The water level in the well we go to seems to be getting lower
and lower. One of my friends, whose father is the chief of our village, told me that he
says that there won't be water there for much longe", and we will have to go furthe", walk
for almost two hours, until we will get to the next closest well. That scares me. The walk
back is long enough now, and the path to that well is full of stones.
At least it'll be a bit more time without my brothers around to bug me.
good thing. Still, some days / dream that cool water is dripping onto my
men in our village, a very old man who once went to the city, says that in
are pipes that bring water right to your bed! That way, you can drink
sure he's just telling stories.

That's always a
face. One of the
the houses there
lying down. I'm
1"

Anyway, it's time for my second trip to the well today. It's a good thing that my bucket
seems to be made for my head - unless it's the other way 'round.

Questions and answers
Q: What does WMO have to do with water pollution?
A: Water is an important factor in the weather - but not just in the context of rain. The
process when water evaporates from the sea up to the clouds, then back down to
the Earth as rain, then back to the sea as part of a river, is called the hydrological
cycle. It can be polluted at any point - and the pollution will keep spreading.
Measuring the movement and storage of the world's water, especially the world's
freshwater (water that isn't salty) is important, because water is so important to the
world. A lot of the Earth's water is already polluted, and therefore unusable, and so
WMO keeps an eye on the world's water and rain-producing clouds. This way, it
can also forecast floods, and this helps to save lives.

Q: What does WMO do to preserve what clean water is left?
A: All over the world, the need for water has become greater and greater. Working out
how much clean water is available requires constant study in all countries of the
globe. Many countries have organizations that study how much water is available
and how clean it is - and WMO coordinates all these, providing information to all,
so that decisions can be made on how to use the available water responsibly. It also
assesses the quantity of available water, including underground water.

Q: Is WMO the only international organization to care about
water?
A: No. Organizations such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO) and the regional bodies of the United Nations, such as the Economic
Commission for Europe (UN/ECE), also have water-related projects and
programmes. For instance, UN/ECE has prepared a convention to protect
transboundary lakes, rivers and groundwater.

~
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Did you know?
•

Your body is about three-quarters water - and that includes bones, organs,
skin, hair and toenails.

• It is the water covering 70% of our planet that makes Earth the "blue" planet,
different from all the others in the solar system. But only about 2% of this
water is freshwater - that is, drinkable water.
1783

Horace Benedict de Saussure of Geneva builds the first hygrometer, using a

1840

The spread of the electric telegraph allows for accurate reporting of weather

human hair to measure the dampness of the air.
conditions from across the globe.
1894

On 21 September, a heavy chicken house is picked up by a tornado and
wedged between two trees. The hens are found the next day sitting on their
eggs in the chicken house, with no windows broken, as though nothing had
happened.

1957

The first television weather forecast is made from Pennsylvania State
University, in the USA. A single camera, a stopwatch, a chalkboard and a
desk were the studio settings. The presenter, a professor in the meteorology
department of the University, drew pictures of what the weather would be
on the board.

1963

Computers make it possible to calculate weather changes more reliably and,
more importantly, faster and for a longer period ahead.

1970

In the midst of a severe hailstorm on 3 September in Coffeyville, KS, USA, a
hailstone 44.5 cm across and 908 grams in weight is found.

)

Deserts a problem that grows and grows...

Water is life
"The rains! The rains are coming!" I was making sure our herd of goats was all well,
when I heard my younger brother calling from the hill above our village. My father had
sent him there weeks ago, when we expected the rains to come soon. In my country; it
only rains for a short time every yeal'; so it is very important for us. We may live in a very
dry country; but that doesn't mean that we can live without water!
I ran up the hill to my brother. Far away; across the plain, I could see the storm clouds
coming towards us. They were huge, grey and fat with water. I also began to shout that
the rains were coming. Soon the whole village had ioined us on top of the hill. Very soon,
we could feel a cool wind rushing towards us. Damp air blew across my cheeks. I was
so excited!
Rain means so many things to us. First, it means water for our crops, and for our animals
- water that we won't have to haul up from far below the earth, or carry for kilometres
across our dry land. It also means a feast - for when the first rains come, we celebrate
by having a huge feast of what is left over from our year-long wait. of course, rain also
means hard work - soon everything will be growing, and my brothers and sisters and I
will have to work hard in our family fields.

~
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The rains were very late this year - over a month late. Our feast would be very small,
but it didn't matter. There would be clean, clear water to drink, and soon, fresh food to
eat. Rain brings life.
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Questions and answers
Q: Why is desertification a bad thing?
A: Desertification means that land that was once useful

is no longer very useful. It is

difficult to grow crops, feed the animals and gather food. As many as 900 million
people in more than 100 countries suffer from the effects of desertification and
drought.

Q: What causes desertification?
A: The two major causes of desertification are

natural climate forces, and human use

and abuse of fragile ecosystems. Human behaviour can be changed to protect the
climate and the fragile ecosystem. Animals such as goats eat plants, and where they
graze, as well as the removal of indigenous plant life to grow crops, should be carefully controlled.

Q: What does WMO do in the fight against desertification?
A: WMO encourages the collection, study and exchange of information linked

to

desertification and drought. It also investigates the causes and effects of drought
and climate change, so as to be able to provide early warning of drought, so that
action can be taken to reduce its effects. WMO also coordinates its Members' efforts
for drought preparedness, and what to do to stop desertification caused by
droughts.

Did you know?
• The Sahara Desert advances 5 cm per year? This may not sound like much, but
in fact these 5 cm represent a huge area of land that is lost to the desert.
• The Sahara Desert became a desert about 5 million years ago, but its climate has
only been about the same as now for the last 2000 years.
• The lowest recorded rainfall in the world is at Arica in northern Chile. An annual
average, taken over a 43-year period, was only 0.5 millimetres!
• The heaviest annual rainfall in the world was recorded at Cherapunji, India,
where 26470 millimetres (26 and a half metres!) fell between August 1860 and
July 1861.
• The heaviest rainfall in a period of 24 hours was 1 870 millimetres recorded at
Cilaos, Reunion, in the Indian Ocean on 15-16 March 1952.
• There are major deserts across the planet, as well as countless smaller areas that
qualify as deserts. The major deserts include the Sahara, the GoN, the Mojave, the
Sonoran, the Chihuahuan, the Kalahari, the Namib, the Karakum, the Great
Sandy Desert and the Takla Makan - proving that deserts don't have to have
boring names. The UN has developed a Convention to Combat Deserti{ication.
• Sometimes desert sands make a strange noise, described as "singing" or booming.
Although some people think they know what causes this noise, nobody has been
able to prove them right ....

'2.

El Niiio a little boy,
causing a lot
of problems

)
Storm warning
I think I'll remember it all my life! It was barely a week ago. It was a hot, heavy day. It
felt like Iwas walking through steam or moving through wet cotton. My friends and I tried
to play football, but we iust couldn't. When Luis kicked the ball out of the playground,
nobody ran after it. It was iust too much of an effort. Even standing still, we were too hot.
About 3 o'clock, we all decided to go home. The streets were empty and the sky was
clouding over. It must have been at least 40 degrees in the shade! Igot home, and immediately my dad started to yell at me. "where have you been? As if you didn't know what
was happening!" "What happened, dad", I replied. He said since this morning the radio
had been announcing a heavy rainstorm coming our way. lilt's one of those caused by El
Niiio, which brings very bad weather/' he said, adding: liThe early settlers in the western coasts of South America called it El Niiio (the baby boy) because it hits hardest
around Christmas time.
11

The sky got darker and darker - it was like night-time. My father and the older kids had
locked up everything they could. They put the furniture in front of the windows. My
mother and the smaller kids were already down in the cellar - they'd taken grondad's
picture with them. The family story is that some great painter had painted him. It's my
mother's favourite thing.
It was really hot down in the cellar. And then suddenly it started. First a whisper of wind,
which grew into a shout. We were all clinging to each othe", but the wind was so loud
that eventually I had to put my hands over my ears. Even like that, I could still hear what
was happening. It wasn't the first time a hurricane passed over our town, but I still get
scared. Not that I would tell my friends that.
At last, the wind dropped, and Icould hear the younger kids crying. Itook a deep breath;
it felt as though I hadn't taken one for hours.
And then the noise started to die down. At first, I thought I was wrong, but I saw that my
father was smiling. He said lilt's all right!" I thought I was going to start crying like a
baby I was so relieved. I'd never tell my friends that, though.

\

Questions and answers
Q: What is El Nino?

A:

The

El

Nino phenomenon occurs in the Pacific Ocean. Every few years the temper-

ature of the normally cool surface waters of the eastern Pacific increases. In turn,
the warmer waters affect the atmosphere, and rainfall and surface temperatures
increase substantially. Unusual occurrences of storms, tempests and hurricanes are
often results of

El

Nino's activity.

El

Nino appears to be a truly disruptive force that

wreaks havoc on life in many areas of the world.

Q: What is La Nina?

A:

La Nina is characterized by unusually cold ocean temperatures in the eastern
Equatorial Pacific, compared to El Nino, which is characterized by unusually warm
ocean temperatures in the easten Equatorial Pacific. The effects of La Nina in different parts of the world tend to be the opposite of those of El Nino.

Q: Why does WMO study these natural events?

A:

El Nino can cause terrible storms, hurricanes, droughts and floods in some parts of
the world. When these take place over land, or over sea near the land, then the
effect on human lives is often catastrophic. Thousands of people have died in storms
caused by the

El

Nino effect. WMO is committed to preserving our lives, and there-

fore keeps a close eye on what is happening to the ocean temperature in the Pacific,
providing early warning to millions through National Weather Services.

Q: So what does WMO do?

A:

If a hurricane develops and starts heading towards a populated area, the National
Weather Service can warn everybody in time to evacuate. The warning is coordinated through the WMO world Weather Watch (WWWj system. Also, with better
understanding of

El

Nino, farmers can sow and harvest according to what its

behaviour is going to be like over the season - thus reaping enormous benefits.
Knowing what

El

Nino is going to do is an immense advantage.

)
Did you know?
• The 1999 Atlantic hurricane season ended having produced 12 named storms, of
which eight became hurricanes, five of which became major hurricanes with
wind speeds of 249 km/h. The average is about ten named storms, six hurricanes
and two major hurricanes.
• Only 22 of 566 Atlantic hurricanes between 1886 and 1998 have grown strong
enough to become Category 5 hurricanes with winds exceeding 249 km/h.
Hurricane Mitch, in late October 1998, was the most recent. Of the previous 21
hurricanes, only eight were Category 5 intensity when they came to land.
• The strongest gust of wind ever recorded was measured around the eye of a tropical cyclone in 1966. The wind was blowing at 316 kilometres per hour!

,
Climate change a real problem, with real answers

Swimming to school?
Hello from the Netherlands! My name is Annie, and I live in Katwiik. My country is different from other European countries in that it is a very flat country. It is also very low - in
some places, if it weren't for the high dykes keeping the sea out, the land would be under
water!
There are many wonderful things to see in the Netherlands: windmills, huge fields of
tulips as far as the eye can see (and that's very far indeed!), beautiful canals and,
because the country is so flat, many people move around on bicycle, which helps keep
the air very clean. It is such a peaceful country, you would think that we have no worries
or problems at all. But we do.

It is climate change that is worrying us. Do you know what that is? Well, it's pretty obvious - the climate of the world is changing. And do you know why that worries us? Well,
as I said, some parts of my country are very low. The way it is, if the world keeps on
getting hotter, then the polar ice caps will melt and the warmer seas will expand. The
volume of water in the seas will increase - and these would rise higher.
Here in the Netherlands, where so much of our low-lying land is protected by dykes, we
know that if the sea were to rise higher than the dykes, or if a dyke were to break, then
our country would become much smaller. My house, which is beside the sea, could be
lost.
I find all this very scary. Don't you?
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Questions and answers
Q: What exactly is the problem of climate change?
A: Human activities are changing and polluting the atmosphere in many

ways. The

release of greenhouse gases (such as CO 2 and methane) into the atmosphere is one
of these activities. This causes, among other things, global warming of the atmosphere. This would also cause the level of the oceans to rise. Many low-lying countries
would become smaller. Also, illnesses such as malaria would spread into countries
that were becoming warmer. Places which once were water-rich might suffer
drought. The world and its climate could change so much, it would be as though we
were on another planet.

Q: What does WMO do?
A: WMO studies the climate change phenomenon.

It also works in cooperation with the

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on the Intergovernmental Panel on
TOTAL OZONE MONTHLY

Climate Change (lPCC) and on the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change

MEAN

(UNFCCC), which aim to halt, and eventually reverse, the changes being caused by
human activities to our planet's climate.

Q: Is there anything I can do?
A: Yes. You can cut down on the amount

of energy you use every day, for example,

walking, instead of getting a car ride; using public transport; turning lights off; avoiding using products that pollute; and encouraging governments, whether national or
local, to conserve energy and support forest renewal.

Q: Why is WMO also interested in the ozone layer?
A: Ozone in the atmosphere protects the Earth from ultraviolet solar radiation,

Dobson uniu

which is

harmful to all animals and plants. A loss of ozone from the stratosphere will have an
impact on your health. In cooperation with UNEP, WMO played a leading role in
setting up the 1985 Convention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer. The Montreal
Protocol, signed in 1987, was the first global agreement that controls substances that
damage the ozone layer.

Did you know?
• The world's average temperature has increased over the last 200 years. It is
thought that this is due to the growth of industry, and thus the growth of pollution. Since the mid-19th century, the world's average temperature has increased
by about 0.6°C.
• The world's average temperature has increased by 6 degrees Celsius over the Last

12 000 years!
• Weather and climate have an important effect on human health. Illnesses change
according to the season. For example, in cold weather there is the flu, in warm
weather there is hay fever. Summer heatwaves or winter freezes can kill, particularly the very old and the very young.
• What is making the world hotter is what has been called "greenhouse gases".
These gases make the Earth like a greenhouse - hotter and hotter. What happens

is that sunlight comes into our atmosphere all right, but instead of bouncing back
off the Earth and going back into space, some of it gets trapped. The gases make
a sort of shield that sunlight can get in through ... but only a fraction can get back
out. So some of the sunlight's energy stays in our atmosphere, and makes the
Earth hotter.
• Some of these gases are from the pollution that we have been releasing into the
atmosphere for years. Therefore, we have to stop polluting, or some countries or
coastal areas will get swallowed by the sea, and places that were once cool will
get hot!
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Breathing culture
My name is Jana. During the last school break, because I'd studied really hard and got
good grades, my parents let me choose where we should go on holiday. I think they were
really surprised when, instead of choosing someplace like Disneyland, I wanted to go
somewhere "cultural", as they put it.
You see, a couple of years ago, I found this book on Renaissance works of art. I was
amazed -I'd never seen anything quite like the paintings, the statues, that seemed to be
really common in the countries where they were. I was really impressed that the statues
especially weren't hidden away in galleries or museums: they were outside, where everybody could see them, whatever the weather. My favourite picture is of a piazza (a
square) surrounded by golden buildings, with a gleaming white marble fountain in the
middle, the water spurting out of the mouth of a white dolphin, and mermaids catching
it in their hands. I wanted to find that piazza.
Well, when I told them where I wanted to go, and why, my parents said that I might be
disappointed. They said that there was terrible air pollution in those cities, and it had
eaten into the buildings and monuments, making white marble black, and destroying the
details of sculptures. I was a bit worried after that, but I still wanted to go.
I found my piazza quite soon. And you know what? My parents were wrong. Welt not
completely wrong. Pollution had messed up the statues, but they'd been restored and
cleaned. The dolphin and mermaids were as white and as beautiful as they were in the
picture. I was really happy. I took lots of photos - now I have my own pictures of the
piazza to look at.

Questions and answers
Q: What does WMO have to do with air pollution?

A:

The atmosphere is a major part of the world environment. When pollution is
released into the atmosphere, it may cause depletion of the ozone layer and
changes in the global climate. Therefore, measuring and understanding the atmosphere is very important - as is measuring and understanding air pollution.

Q: What does WMO do to fight air pollution?

A:

A number of Organizations, such as the United Nations Economic Commission for
Europe (UN/ECEI have set up global agreements to limit air pollution and its effects
on life and on the planet. WMO provides information on these subjects, so that
these agreements can have a scientific basis. WMO also supports international and
regional conventions, such as the Convention on Long-range Transboundary Air
Pollution, which was set up by the UN/ECE.

Q: What is the UN/ECE then, and what does it have to do

with WMO?

A:

The UN/ECE is a United Nations regional body. Among other things, it concentrates
on the environment, organizing ways and means to keep our world as clean as
possible. One of the achievements of the UN/ECE has been the Convention on
Long-range Transboundary Air Pollution. This is only a declaration of intent, in
which all those who signed agree to fight air pollution. Additional protocols to the
Convention have allowed it to become a useful tool for the reduction of air pollution.

Q: What do these Protocols do?

A:

The Protocols set limits for the amount

of pollution

each country is allowed to emit.

These limits are agreed upon between the UN/ECE and the countries concerned,
and are slowly reduced, so that less and less pollution is produced every year. This
should slow down, and at last stop the harm done to the atmosphere, the environment and the world's weather. WMO, as the Organization providing the
information on the atmosphere and the amount of pollution, is very important in this
process.
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Did you know?
Four ways to keep the air clean:
• Take public transport, bicycle or walk rather than ride in a car - car emissions
pollute to a huge amount.
• Recycle everything you possibly can: paper, glass, batteries, clothing - almost
everything can be recycled.
• Re-use and re-fill everything, instead of buying more - the more you re-use, the
less pollution is produced by industries.
• Don't waste ene/gy - turn off electricity in empty rooms, put a sweater on instead
of turning the heating up.
Pollution has accompanied mankind ever since groups of people first grouped
together, and remained for a long time in anyone place. But pollution was not a
serious problem as long as there was enough space available for each group. With
the establishment of permanent human settlements by great numbers of people,
however, pollution became a problem and has remained one ever since.
Estimates have shown that, for a 500-km journey, the emission of CO 2 per
passenger-kilometre (pkm) is the lowest for buses (22 g/pkm) and the highest for
planes (146 g/pkm), while high-speed trains and private cars emit 48 g/pkm and
86 g/pkm, respectively. Buses and planes are the biggest emitters of !'IOx (479 mg/
pkm and 440 mg/pkm); private cars and high-speed trains emit much less !'IOx
(between 145 and 270 mg/pkm, and 87 mg/pkm, respectively).
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Conclusion
So there you are. You've seen the long history of weather forecasting; you've seen

the incredible damage that perfectly natural weather systems can do, and what
harm mankind is doing to both our weather systems and our planet.
You have also seen what WMO, with its national Meteorological and Hydrological
Services, is doing to protect both the planet and ourselves from the consequences of
our actions, whilst fulfilling its mandate to protect and preserve our lives. For 50
years, WMO has studied weather patterns, weather systems, causes of weather
changes, deserts, fresh wate/; saltwater... Everything affecting weather is and has
been studied, and will continue to be so.
The weather is important for all of us, whether we be farmers, schoolchildren, politicians, doctors ... The weather has an impact on all our lives, and often far more
than we would think. WMO is constantly striving to make us all more aware of the
consequences of our actions. As you have seen, WMO is there in every part of your
daily /ife: the food you eat at breakfast was grown using weather forecasts coordinated by WMO; on your way to school by bus or on vacation by aircraft your
personal safety is ensured thanks to meteorological services coordinated by WMo.
When you wash, it will be in clean water provided by your national authorities with
the help of hydrological information provided with the support of WMO. WMO is far
more present in your /ife than you would ever think. And it will continue to be so
even more in the future ...

)
The future of the world's weather rests very much in your hands. Great changes to
the weather are coming, and although we cannot stop them, we may, in time, be
able to reverse them. For this, WMO needs your help. We are all part of the global
weather system - in a sense, we are all butterflies in Brazil.
You may contact your National Weather Service or this address:
Information and Public Affairs Office
World Meteorological Organization

7 bis, avenue de la Paix
P. O. Box 2300
CH-1211 Geneva 2, SWITZERLAND
Tel:
(4122) 7308314/7308315
Fax:
(41 22) 7308027
E-mail:

ipa@gateway.wmo.ch

Internet:

http://www.wmo.ch
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