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Introduction

1.
Under the auspices of the United Nations, the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), was held in Johannesburg, South Africa.  The Summit brought together heads of State and Government, national delegates and leaders from non-governmental organizations (NGOs), businesses and other major groups to focus the world's attention and direct action toward meeting difficult challenges, including improving people's lives and conserving our natural resources in a world that is growing in population, with ever-increasing demands for food, water, shelter, sanitation, energy, health services and economic security.

2.
The Summit issued two outcome documents: a Political Declaration, which expresses commitments and direction for implementing sustainable development; and a negotiated programme of action (referred to as the Plan of Implementation) that will guide governments’ activities.
3.
The Group of Eight (G8), an international forum for the governments of the eight nations: Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America; including representation of the European Union at its Twenty-ninth Meeting in Evian, France in June 2003, affirmed the importance of earth observations as a priority issue.  The Earth Observation Summit which was convened in Washington, D.C., in July 2003 adopted a Declaration establishing the ad hoc intergovernmental Group on Earth Observations (ad hoc GEO) to draft a 10-Year Implementation Plan. 

4.
GEO is a voluntary partnership of governments and international organizations.  It provides a framework within which these partners can develop new projects and coordinate their strategies and investments, essential for exploiting the growing potential of Earth observations to support decision making in an increasingly complex and environmentally stressed world. 
Global Earth Observation System of Systems

5.
GEO is constructing the Global Earth Observation Systems of Systems (GEOSS) on the basis of a 10-Year Implementation Plan for the period 2005 to 2015.  The Plan defines a vision statement for GEOSS, its purpose and scope, expected benefits, and the nine “Societal Benefit Areas” of disasters, health, energy, climate, water, weather, ecosystems, agriculture and biodiversity.
6.
GEOSS is expected to yield a broad range of societal benefits, notably: 

· Reducing loss of life and property from natural and human-induced disasters: GEOSS is expected to integrate Earth observations with other information to help planners reduce vulnerability, strengthen preparedness and early-warning measures and, after disaster strikes, rebuild housing and infrastructure in ways that limit future risks.
· Understanding environmental factors affecting human health and well-being: - GEO will work with the health community to improve the flow of user-friendly environmental data.  The creation of comprehensive data sets to support prevention, early warning, research, health-care planning and delivery, and timely public alerts.
· Improving the management of energy resources: - GEOSS will help governments and companies manage energy resources more effectively.  It will help them evaluate the potential for producing renewable energy, and it can support assessments of the risks and potential of carbon capture and storage systems designed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
· Understanding, assessing, predicting, mitigating, and adapting to climate variability and change: - GEO is a strong advocate for sustained and coordinated climate observing systems.  It supports an ambitious and multidisciplinary effort to strengthen the ability of governments to minimize and adapt to the societal and environmental impacts of climate variability and change.
· Improving water resource management through better understanding of the water cycle: - The amount of freshwater available for human consumption and for ecosystem services is affected by many variables.  GEOSS will help to track these variables more effectively by filling in existing information gaps about water resources, integrating data sets from various monitoring systems, developing better forecasting models, and disseminating the results to a wider range of decision makers.
· Improving weather information, forecasting and warning: - Weather monitoring and prediction is the most operationally advanced discipline in the field of Earth observation.  National meteorological and hydrological services have been sharing data and information for over 100 years and producing extensive national and global databases on wind, rain, temperature and other key weather variables.  The resulting global network of weather monitoring instruments, databases and forecasting models is already making a critical contribution to the emerging GEOSS.
· Improving the management and protection of terrestrial, coastal and marine ecosystems: - Terrestrial, coastal and marine ecosystems provide essential socio-economic and environmental benefits.  Ecosystems the world over, however, are under tremendous stress from rapid land-use change, pollution and the overexploitation of natural resources.  Unfortunately, current Earth observation systems for monitoring forests, wetlands, deserts and other ecosystems suffer from numerous gaps and weaknesses.  As a result, these systems cannot adequately support efforts to revive, protect or manage ecosystems.  GEO aims to strengthen ecosystem monitoring through GEOSS.  GEOSS will establish an expanded and coordinated network of land, ocean and coastal monitoring systems that will produce information of the required breadth and depth.
· Supporting sustainable agriculture and combating desertification: - Food supplies depend on trends in the natural environment, including weather and climate, freshwater supplies, soil moisture and other variables.  At the same time, agriculture has a major impact on the environment.  Unless they are sustainably managed, farms and pastures can cause erosion, desertification, chemicals pollution and water shortages.  Similarly, fishing can deplete fish stocks and damage coastal ecosystems.  These risks need to be monitored and managed.  GEOSS is designed to help farmers, fishers and policymakers maximize productivity and food security while preserving ecosystems and biodiversity.
· Understanding, monitoring and conserving biodiversity: - The conservation and sustainable use of the world’s biological resources is central to promoting sustainable development.  GEOSS will support these goals by improving the quality and quantity of biodiversity information and analysis. 
7.
GEOSS will provide decision-support tools to a wide variety of users.  It will be a global and flexible network of content providers allowing decision makers to access an extraordinary range of information at their desk.
Membership

8.
GEO is a voluntary partnership of governments and international organizations.  It provides a framework within which these partners can develop new projects and coordinate their strategies and investments.  As of October 2008, GEO’s Members include 76 Governments and the European Commission.  In addition, 51 intergovernmental, international, and regional organizations with a mandate in Earth observation or related issues have been recognized as Participating Organizations.  Membership and Participation in GEO is also contingent upon formal endorsement of the GEOSS 10-Year Implementation Plan.  In the Anglophone Caribbean only the Bahamas and Belize are Members of GEO.  Following the endorsement of the 47th session of the Caribbean Meteorological Council (St. Vincent, 2007), the Caribbean Meteorological Organization (CMO) admitted to the GEO as a Participating Organization.
9.
There is no membership subscription, but Members will fund their own participation in GEO activities.  The section on Funding in the GEO Rules of Procedure states that “Unless otherwise agreed, any costs arising from committee or working group activities will be borne by the Member or Participating Organization that incurs them, and will be subject to the availability of funds, personnel, and other resources.”  

Governance
10.
GEO is governed by a Plenary consisting of all Members and Participating Organizations.  It meets in Plenary at least once a year at the level of senior officials and periodically at the ministerial level.  Members take decisions at the Plenary by consensus. 

11.
An Executive Committee oversees GEO activities when the Plenary is not in session. The Committee consists of 12 representatives elected from the five GEO regions, including three each from the Americas, Asia and Europe, two from Africa, and one from the Commonwealth of Independent States.  The Committee is also responsible for guiding the Secretariat.  The GEO Members elect four Co-Chairs who preside over both the Plenary and the Executive Committee.
__________
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