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Dear colleagues and friends:

It is my great pleasure to speak at the opening of this conference.

We have come a long way in 10 years!

Ten years ago at OceanObs’99 a relatively small community of oceanographers laid out a vision for a sustained global ocean observing system for understanding and predicting the physical state of the oceans and their effect on climate variability and change.

In these past 10 years many of you in this room have been critical in turning this vision into fact.

You have completed a network of 3000 Argo profiling floats.

You have deployed hundreds of thousands of XBT temperature profiles and tens of thousands of surface drifters.

You have maintained hundreds of tide gauges and upgraded many of them to transmit data in near real time.

You have performed dozens of hydrographic cruises mapping the changing physical and biogeochemical properties of the ocean.

You have launched ocean satellite missions measuring sea surface temperature, sea surface height, surface winds, waves, sea ice and ocean colour.

You have secured commitments to sustain a number of these key satellite missions.

You have built infrastructure to transmit, quality-control, archive, and share in real time these rich data streams.

You have built ocean reanalysis systems to synthesize this knowledge.  

You have built short-term ocean forecast systems that are using ocean data to develop useful information.

You have built an impressive body of scientific knowledge on these observations.

You have in short created a Global Ocean Observing System; oriented to the physics of the ocean.

This is a remarkable achievement and you should be congratulated for it.

In the past decade these ocean observations have been crucial to the IPCC’s assessment of the changing climate, and to its assessment of the human role in that. That 2007 report prompted a real change in the international political discourse on climate change that will reach a head in Copenhagen in December.  Turning alrgely away from questioning the human role in climate, politicians are increasingly concerned with the impacts and vulnerabilities of natural systems to climate change, and how our societies will be forced to adapt.

The 2004 Boxing Day tsunami of 2004 was another event which turned political attention to the hazards that the ocean can hold.  That political attention has allowed us to put in place tsunami warning systems – building on seismic and sea level observations, but critically depending also on the rapid transformation of that data into information, and the in many cases difficult national development of warning systems to bring this information to vulnerable coastal populations.

We are continuously learning things from this monitoring.  Every year it seems a new record is set: the September sea ice minimums of 2007 and 2008 were not matched this year – the system has variability after all – but in August the all-time warmest global mean sea surface temperature was recorded: 16.99 °C to be precise. 

While congratulations for what you have achieved in the past decade are in order, I must also tell you that the system you have worked so hard to build is in danger.

The system has been built in large part by the research community, for research purposes. This has made it an incredibly powerful tool for research.

But the nations of the world have been slow in developing institutions and developing financial commitments to sustaining ocean observations. Research agencies do not often have a mandate to maintain infrastructure, and a clear operational pull for ocean data, while it does exist, is slow in developing.

We are seeing new needs for ocean information:

In the climate realm we are being asked for information about impacts, vulnerability, adaptation.

For global-scale assessments we are being asked about marine pollution and to assess the health of marine ecosystems

There is a need to develop tools to address these needs, and to broaden the scope of the sustained ocean observing system to new variables, pulling in new communities of scientist.

The audience here today is nearly double what it was 10 years ago, and it represents a much broader range of scientific participants.

I am very pleased that the organizing sponsors, institutions and programs as well as individuals involved in this conference have such convening power.

Sustained observations of marine biogeochemistry and marine ecosystems are not new of course. We have a nearly 80-year history of observations of plankton in the North Atlantic. Fisheries commissions have been assessing commercially-exploitable fish species.  Some assessments of key ocean habitats such as coral reefs and sea grasses already exist.  A few long-term time series of ocean biogeochemistry and physics have been maintained. I’m happy to see these communities represented at the conference.

The marine biogeochemical and ecosystems research community has developed many new and exciting observing tools over the past decade, and some of these are poised for global sustained observations.

For these communities becoming part of a larger integrated sustained ocean observing system may require a change in mentality.

Making observations over time and space consistent requires the development of standards.

Sharing data across the community and across national boundaries creates opportunities for global- and basin-scale scientific understanding that would not otherwise exist, but may require a change in data sharing practices.

Sharing observing platforms will require compromises while at the same time expanding opportunities.

Experience on the physical side shows that the benefits will far outweigh the growing pains, and I am excited that we are poised to make a strong expansion in our ocean observing capabilities.

This week we will take stock of what we are capable of doing in the coming decade. Capable of doing in terms of pushing the frontiers of scientific knowledge of ocean physics, biogeochemistry, ecosystems and biodiversity. Capable of doing in terms of transforming information into useful tools. Capable of delivering with new technology and new infrastructure for sustained ocean observations.

You in the audience are the ones that are already knowledgeable, already convinced that we need sustained ocean observations to develop to underpin science and to create societal benefit.

I don’t need to tell you that knowledge and observations of the oceans are critical to understanding and predicting the physics of the climate system. 

I don’t to tell you that the oceans absorb roughly one third of the total annual human emissions of CO2, that they have already spared us from much stronger changes in the climate, but that this is inexorably increasing the acidity of the ocean with impacts on ocean ecosystems.

I don’t need to tell you that nearly 50% of the human population lives in the coastal zone, influenced strongly by the oceans.

I don’t need to tell you that coastal cities the world over are vulnerable to sea level rise and other coastal hazards – being in Venice is a constant reminder of what we risk losing.

These are things that you know already.

But the majority of people on this planet do not know that, and more importantly the majority of politicians and decision-makers, the ones that are empowered to build institutions that will sustain ocean observing networks, that have the funds to commit to research in new variables, that have the possibility of making sounder decisions based on scientific knowledge – they do not know this.

We have a big job to do outside of these walls, outside of the walls of our institutions, if we want to turn our vision of what we can do into a reality.

The work will only start this week, and will be a long ongoing effort.

Thirty-six countries are represented amongst the registered participants – including those that have the most active global-scale marine science programs and those that generate the most global scale marine observations.

But all countries can and should benefit from the fruits of your labor.

The Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of which I am the Executive Secretary represents some 130 Member States and serves as a place for dialogue, coordination, and multilateral joint action in the marine sciences, marine observations, and marine affairs.

Our programmes GOOS, JCOMM, and IODE are joint efforts focused on the global coordination of ocean observations and data exchange. We work hard on the need for global sustained observations in all of the ocean, even in EEZs. We work hard on the need for data exchange between countries, even when there are political impediments.

Our Member States have a very broad range of priorities and interests, as well as a widely varying range of capacity for marine research and to profit from ocean observations.

Until all 130 of these Member States understand the need for sustained global ocean observations, until they see how they can usefully benefit and contribute to this system, until they have vigorous ocean and earth observations science programs of their own, you will be missing key advocates and stakeholders in creating a true global ocean observing system.

Building this capacity in all nations of the world is a key challenge that still lies mostly in the future.

Part of meeting this challenge is also reinforcing education in oceanography and the earth sciences.

The IOC has programmes in capacity development that work towards these goals, but the resources we can bring to the table are tiny compared to the need. Your help is needed in convincing your decision-makers that working in a truly global system will be to their benefit.

As we move forward in the next decade, we will have to work in multiple frameworks and with many partners and communities. I’m very pleased to see statements of support from many of the global-scale international programmes, and we will hear more from them as we look towards the future on the last day of the conference.

But it is often individual leadership and spark that makes large institutions move in positive directions, and I encourage all of you to work this week to collectively identify those projects and leaders that will make your vision a reality in the coming decade.

You have a very busy and exciting week ahead of you. 

I’d like to take a moment to thank the organizers of this meeting, the many sponsors, and to all of you for attending.

Now get busy!













