GEO Post-2015 Working Group

Sustaining GEOSS beyond 2015:

A discussion paper on the future of GEOSS and GEO
“The vision for GEOSS is to realize a future wherein decisions and actions for the benefit of humankind are informed by coordinated, comprehensive and sustained Earth observations and information.” – GEOSS 10-Year Implementation Plan

1.
INTRODUCTION

With the conclusion of the GEOSS 10-Year Implementation Plan fast approaching, the Group on Earth Observations (GEO) will soon enter a new phase. The transition to the post-2015 period will allow GEO to revisit old assumptions, respond to the technological and political changes of the past 10 years, and adapt or redirect the strategy and vision that have guided GEO until now. The next several years thus offer a golden opportunity to strengthen GEO and to reposition GEOSS for the future should the GEO community choose to do so.

GEO’s 2005 founding documents reflect the consensus of GEO’s original members. Today, the views of the GEO community, which has expanded substantially over time, may have evolved in response to growing environmental stress, technological advances, the continuing economic crisis in many countries, and the achievements and shortcomings of GEOSS implementation to date, as described by the mid-term assessment of GEO and the evaluation of the Architecture and Data Management transverse areas.

The broad options available to GEO include (i) closing down; (ii) maintaining a “business as usual” approach to sustaining the Global Earth Observation System of Systems (GEOSS); (iii) making modest adjustments to the scope of GEOSS, its relationship to other global observation systems, or GEO’s operating model and institutional arrangements; and (iv) pursuing a more ambitious and proactive course of deepening, broadening and strengthening GEOSS. 

The present discussion paper was produced by the GEO Executive Committee for the first meeting of the Post-2015 Working Group. It is our hope that the Working Group will benefit from the Committee’s many months of discussion and reflection on the future of GEO and GEOSS. The paper seeks to support a rapid start to the Working Group’s deliberations by listing the key questions, options and issues that the Committee believes GEO will need to address as it prepares for the post-2015 era. 

2.
ISSUES AND OPTIONS:  GEOSS
2.1
The scope of GEOSS

The premise of the 10-Year Implementation Plan is that GEOSS will exist by 2015. More recently, the GEO Plenary has recognized the need for a long-term strategy to ensure the sustainability of GEOSS beyond 2015. Assuming that the GEO community continues to agree on the need to sustain, change, or even expand GEOSS, a number of fundamental questions need to be addressed about the future scope of GEOSS and the level of GEO’s ambition: 

· Can GEOSS respond more effectively to a broader range of societal needs? Should GEOSS contribute to high-level concepts such as the Millennium Development Goals, sustainable development and the green economy? Should GEOSS focus more on developing and demonstrating new value-added initiatives such as GFOI and GEO GLAM?
· Should GEOSS, conceived in 2005 as a coordinated and sustained System of Systems, seek to become a fully operational and integrated system in the post-2015 period? 

· Should GEOSS reinforce its core role of promoting integration and interoperability by taking a more proactive approach to strengthening and facilitating cooperation amongst existing and new global observing systems, which together will deliver a fully operational and integrated system in the post-2015 period?

· How far should the post-2015 GEOSS move towards providing the full range of Earth observation data, information products and information services?

· Should GEOSS be strengthened through GEO’s adoption of a more ambitious approach to the implementation of the Data Sharing Principles? 
· Should GEOSS be expanded through a more ambitious approach to strengthening GEO’s role as a focal point for coordinating international networks, or should it instead seek to leverage existing international coordinating mechanisms more effectively?

· Should progress on GEOSS be accelerated immediately after the 2013 Ministerial Summit through the launch of new activities to prepare for the post-2015 transition?

2.2
Updating the GEOSS framework and guiding documents

Specific questions about how GEO manages GEOSS could include:

· Does the vision statement for GEOSS need to be revised and updated for the post-2015 period?

· Should the 10-Year Implementation Plan be succeeded by another time-limited plan, e.g. for the 10-year period 2015-2025, or instead by an open-ended mandate? How should the post-2015 mandate or vision be formalized?

· Should the list and contents of the nine Societal Benefit Areas be maintained or should they be updated?

· Should the concept and structure of the Societal Benefit Areas be revised or replaced?

· Should a new set of GEOSS Strategic Targets be developed?

· Should the current approach of revolving, multi-year Work Plans be retained or adapted?

· Should the monitoring & evaluation process for GEOSS be concluded, maintained or revised?

· Should the current management approach to the GEOSS Common Infrastructure (GCI) be adapted in any way?

3. 
ISSUES AND OPTIONS:  GEO

During the period of the 10-Year Implementation Plan, GEO has operated as a voluntary and informal collaboration with administrative support from the World Meteorological Organization. This approach facilitated the rapid start-up of GEO, and many people believe that it has been generally successful. The GEO community will need to decide whether to maintain or revise the current institutional, governance, and resourcing arrangements for the post-2015 period. As the community considers GEO’s post-2015 vision, it may also choose to review the mix of activities and priorities that GEO pursues. The form that GEO ultimately takes will depend on the agreed future scope of GEOSS (form follows function).

3.1 Institutional issues

· Should GEO retain its current non-juridical status or should it seek a firmer legal status?

· If GEO retains its current non-juridical status, should the GEO Trust Fund and Secretariat continue to be administered through the World Meteorological Organization?

· If GEO continues to be administered through the WMO, should it seek to refine the current standing arrangements and service-level agreement?
· If not, should GEO pursue an agreement with another UN or non-UN body?

· Should GEO form a closer association with the UN system, perhaps under the co-sponsorship of a number of relevant UN agencies?

3.2 Governance issues
· Should the role and functioning of the Plenary change?

· Should the Executive Committee retain its current role and structure (e.g. size of membership)?

· Should the GEO Co-Chairs retain their current role and definition (e.g. number, rotation)?

· Should the requirement that two Co-Chairs be from developing countries and two from developed countries by changed?

· Should membership in the Executive Committee be tied to making meaningful financial or in-kind contributions to GEOSS and/or GEO?

· Should the role of caucuses (e.g. in nominating Executive Committee members) be maintained? 

· Should the current categories, privileges and responsibilities of Members, Participating Organizations and observers be retained or adapted?

· Should new categories of GEO participants be created, e.g. for the UN bodies and/or the private sector?

· Should the various committees and boards set out in the 2012-2015 Work Plan be maintained or revised?

· Should a new multi-year work plan succeed the 2012-2015 Work Plan, or should there be a different approach to guiding GEO’s work?

· Should GEO strengthen or expand the Communities of Practice or otherwise adapt its approach to CoPs and other international networks of experts?

· Should GEO continue to work in English only, taking into account that the use of additional languages will imply additional costs? Should GEO take measures to ensure that GEOSS is more easily accessed by non-English speakers? If so, should participating UN organizations have responsibility for improving access to GEOSS products by relying on their own information channels and their experience of managing multi-lingual processes?

3.3 Resourcing issues

· Should the current voluntary approach to Trust Fund contributions be retained, or should there be assessed contributions, and if so, how should such contributions be assessed?

· Should an indicative scale of contributions be developed to provide guidance to governments and to help GEO Principals and others to argue internally for more resources?

· Are there creative ways or incentives that could be adopted to encourage more voluntary contributions?

· Should there be a distinction between contributions to the core Trust Fund and contributions to specific activities?

· Should the Secretariat continue to be staffed partly by experts seconded and funded by Members and Participating Organizations and partly by fixed-term staff financed by the Trust Fund?

· Is the current Secretariat the right size for the post-2015 period (there are currently up to 20 staff)? 

· Does the current Secretariat have the right expertise and the right mix of staff positions?

· Should the current system for obtaining seconded staff be changed, e.g. apply stricter measures to match secondments to the need for specific expertise, or publish a list of areas of expertise required to support GEOSS priorities?

· Should GEO have a dedicated scientific and technical staff for operating GEOSS?

· Should the current rules concerning the hiring and term limits of the Secretariat Director be retained or revised?

· Should GEO try to more effectively leverage the capacity-building, outreach and resource-mobilization activities and expertise of its participating UN organizations?

3.4
New priorities

· Should GEO seek to engage more fully in high-level summits such as Rio+20 and the G20?

· Should GEO align more fully and explicitly with high-level political priorities, e.g. the Millennium Development Goals?

· Should GEO seek to engage more fully with the United Nations and other international coordinating mechanisms with legally binding mandates?

· Should GEO take additional measures to strengthen the engagement of developing countries?

· Should GEO engage more actively with the private sector on the implementation and use of GEOSS?

· Should GEO take additional measures to strengthen its communication and outreach on behalf of GEOSS?

4
POSSIBLE POST-2015 SCENARIOS

The wide range of possible answers to the above questions about the scope of GEOSS and the form of GEO could combine to generate many possible future scenarios. Below are four brief illustrative examples of how scope and form could combine:

Scenario 1 – A consolidated GEOSS

From 2015 to 2025, GEO focuses on maintaining and improving the technical and operational aspects of GEOSS. GEOSS continues to evolve as a decentralized system of systems serving the original nine Societal Benefit Areas. However, GEO continues to reach out to additional communities to steadily expand the data and metadata that can be accessed through GEOSS and to promote their use for decision making.

To ensure that GEOSS remains successful, GEO reaches out more proactively to the UN and other established intergovernmental organizations to engage them in GEOSS implementation. It also places growing emphasis on implementing and promoting the GEOSS Data Sharing Principles, nurturing and expanding the Communities of Practice, and engaging the private sector.

The GEO Secretariat continues to rely on a mix of seconded and permanent staff. The team gradually expands through the inclusion of professionals dedicated to specific high-level initiatives. Funding remains voluntary. 

The GEO Plenary and Executive Committee structures remain the same.

Scenario 2 – An operational GEOSS platform serving global policy priorities

GEO commits to making GEOSS a fully operational system of systems with a common platform for providing access to an expanding range of data, metadata and information services. It actively promotes the Data Sharing Principles in a wide range of forums. It seeks to ensure that the GEOSS Data-CORE serves not only the original nine SBAs but an expanded range of issues. 

While continuing to build on and interlink the existing systems contributed by governments and organizations, GEO increasingly develops and implements new systems to serve high-level policy goals. GFOI and GEO GLAM are complemented by new initiatives in the fields of biodiversity, disasters, energy and water. Once developed and operational, these initiatives are hosted, supported and managed by one or more Members and/or Participating Organizations. GEO responds directly and explicitly to the data needs and requests of the G20, UNFCCC, CBD and other political processes. 

The Secretariat remains outside the UN and administered through WMO, while at the same time pursuing broader UN links and sponsorship. The seconded staff are supplemented by a growing cadre of experts financed through the Trust Fund. Becoming a member of the Executive Committee requires making financial contributions, and the door is opened to Trust Fund contributions from the private sector. 

The GEO Plenary and Executive Committee structures are modified.

Scenario 3 – An expanded  Earth system information exchange managed by a dedicated team 
The post-2015 GEOSS evolves into a leading hub of data exchange, knowledge and expertise for Earth system information in a connected world. It greatly expands its activities for sustaining and upgrading GEOSS and supporting decision-making and research based on Earth observation data. 
GEO Members and Participating Organizations engage actively in developing new projects. These projects may require some experts to be placed within the core Secretariat to ensure interaction amongst the various project teams.

GEO obtains juridical status but remains outside the UN. A core group of computer science experts is hired or seconded to ensure that GEOSS and the GCI are fully operational and user friendly. A second core group of Earth science and Earth observation experts supports applications and projects in the various SBAs and promote the use of Earth observation data. The two core groups are composed of staff members located within a single Secretariat of around 25 members. The annual budget of USD 10 million is contributed by Members according to an agreed scale based on GDP.

The GEO Plenary and Executive Committee structures are modified.

Scenario 4 – A GEOSS that is integrated with existing UN-sponsored global programs
From 2015 to 2025, GEOSS capitalizes on the achievements of the initial 10-Year Implementation Plan to provide a focus for understanding and addressing global earth observation requirements across the broadest swathe of international environmental and humanitarian needs. It does this in an increasingly efficient and sustainable manner. 

The post-2015 GEO remains non-juridical, voluntarily resourced and with its own defined governance, secretariat and operating arrangements. However, it is co-sponsored by the major earth observations-related UN agencies, such as WMO, FAO, UNEP, UNESCO/IOC, IAEA, and WHO. GEOSS plays an integrating and facilitating role, consolidates requirements for earth observations across all of its co-sponsors, and mobilizes efforts to address other emerging priorities and needs. GEO, through its Members and Participating Organizations, and with the support of its Secretariat, leads the development of coordinated solutions.  

GEO leverages off the cross-cutting support processes that its co-sponsors have established to serve their own global memberships, such as capacity building, outreach and resource mobilization. By using the national and regional coordination and service delivery mechanisms of its co-sponsoring UN agencies, GEO enhances the implementation of, and participation in, GEOSS at a national level. Competition for earth observation resources is reduced through improved coordination and integration. The benefits of GEOSS initiatives are more accessible and directed more effectively at national and regional priorities. 

The GEO Plenary and Executive Committee structures are modified.
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