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Disaster Prompts Calls for Indian 
Ocean Warning System 
   
By Elizabeth Shogren, Los Angeles Times Staff Writer 
WASHINGTON — United Nations officials and leaders of some 
Asian nations Tuesday called for the creation of a tsunami warning 
system in the Indian Ocean like the one that exists in the Pacific. 
 
Tsunami experts said that while such a network is created, there 
are low-tech, relatively inexpensive methods to help the region 
guard against future disasters. 
 
“Had a South Asian regional alert system been in place to warn of 
the impending tidal wave, many thousands of lives could have 
been saved," said Walter Kalin, U.N. Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan's representative on the human rights of internally displaced 
people. 
 
India's information minister, Dayanidhi Maran, said his country 
would consider establishing an alert system, and Australian 
Foreign Minister Alexander Downer said his government would 
work to create such a system in the region. 
 
The Indian Ocean is not the only sea that lacks protection from 
tsunamis. The Caribbean and the Mediterranean are also at risk and 
lack adequate warning systems, officials said. 
 
Efforts to create a warning network probably will be included in a 
previously scheduled U.N-sponsored meeting next month in Kobe, 
Japan, U.N. and U.S. officials said. 
 



In addition, the creation of an Earth observation system will be the 
topic of a February meeting in Brussels that is being led by the 
U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. The 
system would be designed to coordinate efforts to monitor natural 
disasters, weather and environmental developments. 
 
In the meantime, experts said Indian Ocean nations should push 
ahead with a low-tech solution — an effort to teach people to 
protect themselves when an earthquake strikes. 
 
"We need education now," said Costas Synolakis, a professor of 
civil engineering at USC, whose lab developed a tsunami warning 
model used by NOAA. 
 
"If people feel a tremor or the ground shake or see unusual water 
movements, they should run to high ground and stay there. It's an 
extremely simple message, which has been very effective at saving 
lives in the South Pacific," he said. 
 
"It hurts me to hear the eyewitness accounts" of Sunday's tsunami, 
Synolakis said. "People did exactly what we would hope they 
wouldn't." 
 
In Pacific regions, where tsunamis have been a danger, officials 
have driven home the message of heading for high ground when an 
earthquake is felt. 
 
As an example of the effectiveness of that message, Synolakis 
pointed to a 1999 tsunami that destroyed a village on Vanuatu in 
the South Pacific. All but three of the village's 500 residents 
survived. The villagers had recently seen an educational video 
about tsunamis and knew to stay away from the beach after feeling 
tremors. 
 



A high-tech warning system similar to the one established for the 
Pacific could take several years to develop, according to Synolakis 
and NOAA officials. The academic estimated that a full-scale 
worldwide system would cost about $150 million. 
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