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Profs play key role in tsunami warning and mitigation system
Nov 11, 2014

On December 26, 2004, Dilanthi Amaratunga – who is now a Professor at the University
of Huddersfield – was coming to the end of a family visit to her home country of Sri
Lanka.  There were indications that a serious environmental disturbance was
developing.  "Small boys were running towards us saying the sea was coming to the
land!" she said. 

It was the very day of the Indian Ocean Tsunami that would take more than 230,000
lives, displace more than 1.6 million people around the region and cause massive
economic damage. 

Professor Amaratunga's Sri Lankan family were unharmed, despite living close to the
coast, but several friends lost family members and were severely affected.  

Now, ten years after the event, she is co-director of the University of Huddersfield's
Global Disaster Resilience Centre and she and her colleague, Professor Richard
Haigh, are making repeated return visits to the region as part of major efforts to ensure
that communities are better equipped to cope with a future catastrophe and recover
more quickly from its impact. 

The two professors are formally involved with the Risk Assessment and Management
Team of UNESCO's Intergovernmental Co-ordination Group for the Indian Ocean
Tsunami Warning and Mitigation System.  A total of 28 countries around the affected
region are participating in the project. 

10th anniversary of the tsunami 

Professor Amaratunga and Professor Haigh have already taken part in a design and
planning workshop that took place at the University of Moratuwa, in Colombo, Sri
Lanka.  They developed training modules and materials for a regional workshop that
they will attend in February, 2015. 

Before then, on November 23-24, the Huddersfield-based professors will visit
Indonesia for a memorial event, commemorating the anniversary of the tsunami, but
also collating the lessons that have been learned over a decade that has seen the
development of a regional early-warning system, to be improved further by the new
guidelines. 

The experience of Japan after its Pacific coast tsunami of 2011 taught many lessons
that have been incorporated into new guidelines for the Indian Ocean region, said
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Professor Haigh. 

There is also to be an event in Colombo in early December, attended by the two
Huddersfield professors.  This will encapsulate the best practices and the lessons
learned since 2004 and will include presentations from key organisations, including
Huddersfield's Global Disaster Resilience Centre. 

Professor Haigh said that the improved resilience of the region is in part derived from
its early-warning systems. 

"The technology is in place.  They have 25 seismographic stations relaying information
to 26 national tsunami information centres, as well as six deep-ocean buoys to assess
and report of an impending tsunami." 

"The key challenge is identifying methods of relaying information from the centres to
the civilians at risk," added Professor Haigh.  For example, alerts are forwarded to
threatened countries and also made available to the general public.  National
governments warn citizens through a variety of means, including SMS messages, radio
and television broadcasts, sirens from dedicated platforms and loudspeakers. 

In the case of Sri Lanka, said Professor Amaratunga, the impact of the 2004 tsunami
was exacerbated by the civil war that was then raging in the country.  International aid
programmes made a significant impact in the south, but the east was less accessible
because of the conflict and scars from tsunami were still apparent there many years
later. 

Now the work of a wide range of agencies, including UNESCO's Intergovernmental
Oceanographic Commission, and the contribution of specialist researchers, including
Huddersfield's Global Disaster Resilience Centre, means that the effects of a future
crisis are likely to be less severe.

The Huddersfield centre is also training new generations of experts in the field. 
Professors Amaratunga and Haigh are supervising several PhD researchers, including
a significant number from Indonesia.  They also edit the International Journal of
Disaster Resilience in the Built Environment, which aims to influence and inform policy
and practice in the field.

 Explore further: New study reconstructs mega-earthquakes timeline in
Indian Ocean

Related Stories Recommended for you

Indian Ocean tsunami alert system to be
tested on Oct 12  Oct 06, 2011

Nearly two dozen countries next Wednesday will take part in
a full-scale test of the Indian Ocean's tsunami alert system,
using the 2004 Sumatra quake as the basis for the exercise,
UNESCO said on Thursday.

New study reconstructs mega-earthquakes
timeline in Indian Ocean  Sep 10, 2014

A new study on the frequency of past giant earthquakes in
the Indian Ocean region shows that Sri Lanka, and much of
the Indian Ocean, is affected by large tsunamis at highly
variable intervals, from a few ...

Haiyan aid response must avoid tsunami mistakes:

Hawaii volcano lava breaking out at three
spots  1 hour ago

Lava from Kilauea volcano is breaking out at three spots
near the small Hawaii town of Pahoa.

Warmest oceans ever recorded  2 hours ago

"This summer has seen the highest global mean sea surface
temperatures ever recorded since their systematic
measuring started. Temperatures even exceed those of the
record-breaking 1998 El Niño year," says ...

Lightning will increase by 50 percent with
global warming, research says  16 hours ago

Today's climate models predict a 50 percent increase in
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expert  Nov 11, 2013

The disaster response to typhoon Haiyan must avoid the mistakes made by
aid organisations after the 2004 tsunami, RMIT University's Associate
Professor Martin Mulligan says.

Locating tsunami warning buoys  Apr 28, 2010

Australian researchers describe a mathematical model in the International
Journal of Operational Research that can find the ten optimal sites at which
tsunami detection buoys and sea-level monitors should be installed. The mo
...

S. America's Pacific coast eyes tsunami
warning system  Sep 26, 2012

Officials from countries along South America's Pacific coast
met at a UNESCO-sponsored event in Peru's capital
Tuesday to design a tsunami early-warning system.

Detecting tsunami events before they occur
 May 03, 2013

The saying to be 'forewarned is to be forearmed' sums up
the principle objective behind the DEWS (Distant Early
Warning System) project, which can detect tsunami events
before they occur.

lightning strikes across the United States during this century
as a result of warming temperatures associated with climate
change.

Clues to one of Earth's oldest craters
revealed  17 hours ago

The Sudbury Basin located in Ontario, Canada is one of the
largest known impact craters on Earth, as well as one of the
oldest due to its formation more than 1.8 billion years ago.

Ocean carbon uptake more variable than thought  17
hours ago

The Earth's oceans are thought to have taken up about one quarter of the
carbon dioxide (CO2) that humans pumped into the atmosphere in the past 2
decades. While this drives acidification and has consequences for sea life, ...

Biologist studies microbes 2,500 meters
down on the sea floor  20 hours ago

The research vessel Atlantis sailed due south for two days to
reach the spot where lines drawn south from Denver and
west from Costa Rica would cross. The 260-foot ship
stopped at that point on a sunny Nov. ...
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