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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Why do catastrophes still take us by surprise?  Can we predict the impact of tsunamis and 
pandemics in a way that would help us prevent the worst?  Could North Korea’s recent 
floods have been prevented or mitigated with better warning? Can the international 
community anticipate the outbreak of armed conflicts?  
 
The continuing occurrence of natural disasters and complex political crises no longer 
represents a ‘blip’ in a linear progression of development—it poses a threat to such 
development, including (potentially) a loss of past gains.  What is more, covariate risks 
appear to be on the rise.  Over 140 natural disasters have occurred alongside, or as part of, 
complex political emergencies in the past five years alone. Will climate change contribute to 
ever more ‘complex’ emergencies?  
 
To seek answers to such questions this web-based seminar offers a cross-disciplinary case 
study approach to examine disaster and conflict early warning systems this web-based 
seminar first explores concepts of risk, hazard, and vulnerability, as well as resiliency in 
ecological, social and economic systems. Taken together, these concepts provide a 
theoretical framework with which to analyze catastrophes and the early warning systems 
designed to better manage (perhaps prevent?) them.  Each case combines theory, 
methodology and practice, focusing on operational early warning systems for earthquakes, 
pandemics, famine and conflict. In addition, the implications of new technology for early 
warning, crisis mapping and disaster response is explored.  Important lessons are identified, 
as well as best practices in early detection and early response across disciplines. The seminar 
concludes with a critical discussion of gaps between early warning, early response, and early 
exit from ‘emergency mode’.  Innovations are examined that can potentially better link 
warning to timely and effective responses.  
 
A certificate of completion will be provided by the Friedman School and WFP for those 
completing the course and participating fully in discussions. 
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GOALS 

 
This is a pilot activity!  WFP is collaborating with Tufts University and other institutions on 
developing its capacity for academic outreach and staff development. Professionals based 
around the world in country offices, district offices and even on the ground in refugee 
camps could benefit from interaction a) among themselves (beyond the formal work setting), 
and b) with scholars engaged in analysis and cutting-edge research on topics of operational 
relevance. Collaborative on-line discussions, seminars, guided readings and video/streaming 
lectures are all possibilities.  Topics could cover the whole gamut of humanitarian and 
development topics of concern to WFP’s operations.   
 
But to begin with we need to gage feasibility of a simple format.  This seminar will be 
restricted to discussion of posted readings, complemented where possible with access to 
lecture slides, and a small amount of introductory video content.  We are engaging with you 
as peers, not as ‘students’.  Your involvement and input has been solicited with a view to 
helping us (WFP in Rome and Tufts) understand process issues – such as time needing to be 
dedicated by participants to make this work, connectivity, tone and content of text debate, 
degree of ‘guidance’ needed from the facilitators in understanding readings, problems with 
asynchronous interaction, etc.  We also, of course, welcome your feedback on choice of 
readings, degree of difficulty for a non-expert audience (where participants may in future 
self-select out of personal interest rather than because of prior or current experience), and 
duration of interaction.   
  
The purpose of this particular set of readings (for this pilot seminar) is to introduce 
participants to early warning systems for natural disasters and armed conflict. Participants 
will learn how disaster and conflict early warning systems work both in theory and practice. 
To develop the theoretical foundations of early warning we first identify appropriate metrics 
to monitor the “causes” of disasters and conflicts. To understand how early warning systems 
work in practice, we study individual early warning systems and identify both their strengths 
and limitations. Studying multiple methodologies and taking a cross-disciplinary approach to 
early warning encourages participants to seek insights and solutions in fields outside their 
own. This approach also allows participants to consider novel and creative proposals to 
bridge the warning-response gap. In sum, participants are expected to gain a useful 
conceptual and practical understanding of early warning, with an emphasis on implications 
for timely and effective response.  Some of you are directly involved in this kind of work 
today, and others have engaged in early warning in the past.  In all cases your insights will be 
invaluable.  But at all times remember that future iterations of this particular seminar would 
probably involve participants with less expertise than yourselves. 
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SEMINAR LOGISTICS 

 
This pilot seminar will be on-line using a dedicated web service called Blackboard.  Each 
participant will be given their own username and password to access the Blackboard website. 
The seminar syllabus and all the assigned readings will be available for download from this 
website. The Blackboard web service also provides a user-friendly Discussion Forum, which 
will be used to critically discuss the readings, pose questions and actively engage in the issues. 
Guidelines on using Blackboard will be provided to each participant. 
 
The seminar is composed of seven weekly sessions—see outline below. The readings for 
each session will be available the Friday prior to each session. Participants will be invited to 
critically engage and comment on the readings using the Discussion Forum on Blackboard. 
On Tuesdays, Patrick Webb and Patrick Meier will highlight the critical issues raised by the 
readings and respond and/or elaborate on the comments posted by participants. This will 
invite another round of discussion between participants who will be invited to post their 
final reflections and comments by Thursday.  The facilitators will provide concluding 
remarks to the week’s session on Friday along with the readings for the following week. In 
some select sessions, guest participants will be involved in reviewing comments, providing 
feedback and where possible, offering elements of on-line lecture through dedicated links.  

 
 
 
 

SEMINAR OUTLINE 
 
 

This seminar includes the following 6 sessions: 
 

1. Introduction to Disaster Early Warning 
2. Earthquake and Famine Early Warning 
3. Introduction to Conflict Early Warning 
4. Field-based Conflict Early Warning  
5. Role of ICT in Early Warning  
6. Linking Warning to Response 
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SEMINAR SYLLABUS  

 
Teadings denoted by a “∗” are required for each week’s discussion.  
Those denoted by “••” are suggested additional readings of interest.  

 
 
SESSION 1: INTRODUCTION TO DISASTER EARLY WARNING/RESPONSE 
 
In this session we introduce a systems perspective to questions such as what is a disaster 
versus what is a hazard? The notions of risk and vulnerability are important concepts and 
metrics in early warning analysis but how are they different? Is resilience a useful parameter 
in this equation? We address these questions in turn and thereby develop a sound theoretical 
framework to anticipate hazards and disasters. This seminar will include an on-line video 
presentation by Professor Art-Lerner Lam, director of the Center for Hazards and Risk 
Research at the Earth Institute. Dr. Ilan Kelman from the National Center for Atmospheric 
Research will be invited to participate as guest speaker. 
 
∗  Kelman, Ilan  (2007).  “Addressing the Root Causes of Large-Scale Disasters,” 

   Chapter in M. Gad-el-Hak (ed.), Large-Scale Disasters: Prediction, Control 
and Mitigation, Cambridge University Press, forthcoming. 

 
∗ Rupesinghe, Kumar. “The Quest for a Disaster Early Warning System.” Peace 

Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) Report No. 2, April 1988. 
 
∗ Webb, P.  and A. Harinarayan.  1999.  A Measure of Uncertainty: The Nature of 

Vulnerability and its Relationship to Malnutrition.  Disasters.   
 
 

*** 
 
•• “Global Survey of Early Warning Systems: An Assessment of Capacities, Gaps and 

Opportunities toward Building a Comprehensive Global Early Warning System for all 
Natural Hazards,” A Report prepared for the Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
(3rd International Conference on Early Warning, Bonn, April 2006). 
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SESSION 2: EARTHQUAKE AND FAMINE EARLY WARNING 
 
In this session we assess two operational early warning systems: the first for earthquakes, the 
second for famine. In the past five years, earthquakes have claimed an average of 7,000 lives 
every month, equivalent to one 9/11 terrorist attack every two weeks for five consecutive 
years. We take Mexico’s Seismic Alert System as case stuy. Meanwhile, famines continue to 
cost millions of lives. Why? Have we as the international humanitarian community learned 
nothing? In this section, we explore the political economy of famine and analyze the early 
warning system developed by the Food Security Assessment Unit (FSAU) in Somalia. This 
session has an important number of readings that are critical to understanding the second 
part of the seminar both in terms of conflict early warning systems and disaster response. 
 
∗  Espinosa-Aranda et al. “The Seismic Alert System in Mexico and the School 

Prevention Program,” in Early Warning Systems for Natural Disaster Reductions. Zschau & 
Kueppers (eds), (Springer 2002). 

 
∗ Walker, Peter. “Famine Early Warning and Local Knowledge of Ethnic Conflict,” in 

Rupesinghe, Kumar and Michiko Kuroda, (eds). Early Warning and Conflict Resolution. 
Palgrave Macmillan, September 1992. 

 
∗ Maxwell, Daniel and Ben Watkins. “Humanitarian Information Systems and 

Emergencies in the Horn of Africa: Logical Components and Logical Linkages.” 
Disasters, 2003, 27(1):72-90. 

 
∗ Food Security Analysis Unit for Somalia. The Integrated Phase Classification Tool.  Nairobi, 

FSAU, 2006. 
 
 

*** 
 
•• Buchanan-Smith, Margaret, and Susanna Davies. 1995. Famine early warning and response: 

the missing link. London, Intermediate Technology Publications, ch. 1, 2 and 9. 
 
••   “Early Warning Systems: Do’s and Don’ts.” Usable Science VIII Report of Workshop 

on Early Warning Systems, Shanghai, China, October 20-23, 2003. 
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SESSION 3: INTRODUCTION TO CONFLICT EARLY WARNING/RESPONSE 
 
In this session we introduce the field of conflict early warning. Is conflict a process or an 
event? What are the causes of armed conflict? Can these be monitored and anticipated? We 
introduce an operational conflict analysis framework for early warning. In so doing we 
distinguish between qualitative and quantitative approaches as well as levels of analyses. We 
explain why behavioral indicators are more relevant than structural indicators for the 
purposes of early warning and emphasize the importance of monitoring both conflict and 
cooperation indicators. Taken together, we present a coherent methodology for conflict 
early warning based on best practices and applied social science research. 
 

 
∗  Meier, Patrick. “From Disaster to Conflict Early Warning: A People-Centered 

Approach.” InterAction’s Monday Developments, Vol. 25, No. 4, April 2007. 
 
∗  Austin, Alexander. “Early Warning and The Field: A Cargo Cult Science?” 
  Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict Management, 2001). 
 
∗  Matveeva, A. 2006. “Early Warning and Early Response: Conceptual Challenges and 

Empirical Dilemmas.” The Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict 
(GPPAC). European Center for Conflict Prevention, Issue Paper 1, September.  

 
 

*** 
 
•• Dorn, Walter. “Early Warning of Armed Conflict: An Introduction.” The Pearson 

Peacekeeping Center, 2002. 
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SESSION 4: FIELD-BASED CONFLICT EARLY WARNING/RESPONSE 
 
In this section we introduce field-based conflict early warning systems using CEWARN as a 
case study. The Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), a regional 
organization in the Horn of Africa, manages the Conflict Early Warning and Response 
Network (CEWARN). We present the methodology behind CEWARN and assess how the 
project works in practice. In so doing, we identify best practices and lessons to be learned in 
field-based conflict early warning systems. 

 
∗ Bond, Doug, and Patrick Meier. “CEWARN: IGAD’s Conflict Early Warning and 

Response Mechanism,” in Conflict Prevention in Practice, ed. Bertrand Ramcharan 
(Martinus Nijhoff, 2005). 

 
*** 

 
•• Benini, Aldo, Anthony Minnaar and Sam Pretorius. “Persistent Collective Violence 

and Early Warning Systems: The Case of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.” Armed Forces 
& Society: An Interdisciplinary Journal. Summer 1998, v24 n4 p.501. 

 
••  Meier, Patrick. “Conflict Early Warning and Resource Related Conflicts,” in Resource-

Related Conflicts in Southeast Asia (Southeast Asian Conflict Studies, CIDA 2006). 
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SESSION 5: ROLE OF ICT IN EARLY WARNING AND DISASTER RESPONSE 
 
Information Communication Technology, or ICT, has always played an important role in 
early warning, crisis mapping and disaster response. At the same time, today’s use of 
cellphones and the Internet in humanitarian crises is veritably unprecedented. Furthermore, 
communities at risk increasingy employ such technologies in informal and often suprising 
ways to get out of danger. In this session, we first consider the use of the Internet for the 
early detection of epidemics, which the Global Public Health Information Network has 
recently pioneered and include on-line video presentation of GPHIN. We also consider the 
use of Google Earth as a potential tool for disaster management and present a new initiative 
called the Humanitarian Sensor Web which makes use of Google Earth for this exact 
purpose. In closing, we outline the danger in placing too much faith in technology. 
 
∗ Linder, Rebecca. “Wikis, Webs and Networks: Creating Connections for Conflict-

Prone Settings.” CSIS Report, October 2006. 
 
∗ Edkins, Jenny. “Mass Starvations and the Limits of Famine Theorizing.” IDS 2002.  
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SESSION 6: LINKING EARLY WARNING TO RESPONSE 
 
Early warning is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for disaster/conflict prevention. 
Without effective response, warnings are unlikely to translate into preventive action. How do 
we link warning to timely and effective response? Can technology plan any role? To address 
these questions we first compare lessons learned from both the disaster management and 
conflict management communities. In this section we present new and innovative 
approaches that seek to link warning and response. Casey Barrs of the Cuny Center and 
Lawrence Woocher of USIP have been invited to join us as guest speaker. 
 
∗  Barrs, Casey. “Conflict Early Warning: Warning for Who?” Journal of Humanitarian 

Affairs, February 2006. 
 
∗  Campbell, S., and P. Meier. “Deciding to Prevent Violent Conflict: Early Warning and 

Decision-Making at the United Nations.” Paper presented at International Studies 
Association (ISA) convention in Chicago, February-March 2007. 

 
 

*** 
 
•• Meier, Patrick. “New Strategies for Effective Early Response: Insights from 

Complexity Science.” Paper presented at the International Studies Association (ISA) 
convention in Chicago, February-March 2007. 

 
••  Woocher, Lawrence. “Deconstructing “political will”: explaining the failure to prevent 

deadly conflict and mass atrocities.” Journal of Public and International Affairs, Vol. 12, 
Spring 2001. 
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FACILITATOR BIOS 

 
Patrick Webb is Dean for Academic Affairs and Alexander MacFarlane Professor of Public 
Policy, at the Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy, Tufts University in Boston, 
MA. He is also an adjunct professor in the Fletcher School of International Law and 
Diplomacy, and honorary professor at the University of Hohenheim (Stuttgart, Germany).  
He spent almost 6 years with WFP (in two stints), most recently as Chief of Nutrition (2003-
2005). He has worked closely with many other agencies, including UNICEF, UNHCR, 
FAO, ICRC, and served on the steering committee of the UN Standing Committee on 
Nutrition, FIVIMS, and on the board of the International Nutrition Foundation. Before 
joing WFP, Patrick spent 9 years with the International Food Policy Research Institute, 
stationed for most of that time in Ethiopia, Niger, and The Gambia. He worked with 
national government officials on food and agricultural policy and famine relief. He has 
conducted research on many aspects of household food insecurity, natural disasters and 
humanitarian practice. His current research focuses on nutrition-disease interactions 
(including in the context of HIV programming), the role of the private sector in 
humanitarian relief, and measure of diet quality (micronutrient issues) in emergency settings.  
For more information, see: http://fletcher.tufts.edu/faculty/webb/profile.asp 
 
Patrick Meier is a doctoral research fellow with the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative (HHI) 
at Harvard University and a PhD candidate at The Fletcher School, Tufts University. His 
academic and professional interests focus on the application of complexity science to social 
systems analysis, particularly in terms of risk, resilience, vulnerability and adaptation to 
systemic change and extreme events. His doctoral research therefore centers on early 
warning and local human adaptability in decentralized settings as well as the role of 
technology and self-adaptation in dynamic disaster environments. As a professional 
consultant, he has worked on numerous conflict prevention and early warning projects with 
multiple offices and agencies of United Nations and the OSCE. In addition, he played an 
instrumental role in establishing two regional conflict early warning systems in Africa: 
ECOWARN (for ECOWAS) and CEWARN (for IGAD). For more information, please see: 
http://fletcher.tufts.edu/phd/students/Meier.shtml 

 


