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Overview 
This toolkit provides National HydroMeteorological Services (NHMS), policy makers, and media and communications 
for development practitioners with the tools, resources and templates necessary to design and implement an 
integrated communications strategy.  
 
These communications strategies include the effective issuance and packaging of early warnings as well as the creation 
of supportive communications products and outreach efforts that will support the long-term sustainability of 
investments in the climate information and services sector. While this communications toolkit is tailored to the 
specialized needs and political contexts of sub-Saharan Africa, it can easily be applied to other developing nations.  
 
Communications is a cross-cutter and should be injected and leveraged at every stage of project implementation. 
Thoughtful and purposeful communication and advocacy can build in-house collaboration, foster knowledge sharing 
between nations, support technology transfer and build political support.  
 
More importantly, through the issuance of early warnings and improved climate and weather information – and the 
development of appropriate public service announcements on what to do when bad weather hits – integrating 
communications into the everyday activities of NHMS can save lives, support sustainability and build livelihoods.  
 
In this toolkit, we will define goals for the issuance of early warnings, and creation of improved climate information 
products and supportive communications strategies. These supportive strategies serve to engage actors, build political 
support, engage the private sector and present a true value proposition to end users.  The toolkit explores best 
practices, defines roles and expands on the tools that are necessary to create an integrated communications strategy. 
The toolkit continues with a step-by-step outline to create response protocols and issue early warnings, address 
challenges and opportunities, define messages and stakeholders, package early warning systems, and engage with 
individual media and other relevant actors. There is a communications strategy template and TORs template that can 
be used by projects and practitioners to generate integrated communications strategies.  
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Defining Goals 
The goal of individual communications strategies will in many ways define the approach. In the case of the climate 
information and early warning systems space the main goal is to leverage best practices, innovative methodologies and 
existing assets to share actionable early warnings and build sustainability for climate information and early warning 
systems initiatives. From this central goalpost, the approach is based on four high-level pillars that should be 
considered when creating a communications strategy.  

 
Early Warnings. According the the WMO, “The primary objective of a warning system is to empower 
individuals and communities to respond timely and appropriately to the hazards in order to reduce the 
risk of death, injury, property loss and damage. Warnings need to get the message across and 
stimulate those at risk to take action.” In order to do this, one needs to collect and analyze data, 
package and distribute early warnings, build appropriate processes and response matrixes to allow fast 
delivery, and share relevant information with stakeholders and actors to ensure people know what do 

to when bad weather hits.  
 

 
Forecasts. Short-term forecasts and long-term outlooks can all benefit end users. The packaging, 
distribution and messaging is going to depend on the end-user, the information provided and the final 
goal of sharing that information.  
 
 
 

 
Supportive Communications and Advocacy. This is a softer piece of the equation. The goal is to build 
political support, foster understanding of the importance of NHMS, early warnings and climate 
information, share best practices, actively engage community actors and brand ambassadors, and 
build the value proposition being offered by NHMS. 
 
 
 
Coordination. Coordination between agencies is key. NHMS are often the generators of early 
warnings and weather and climate-related communications. However, NHMS need to work with 
partner agencies, ministries, the media and more to ensure effective distribution and action based on 
climate information and early warnings.   
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Best Practices, Defining Roles, Required 
Tools 
This section provides you with best practice examples from both industrialized and developing countries on how to 
issue early weather warnings.  There is continued exploration on defining roles and required tools. To truly understand 
what’s required, it’s also worthwhile to quickly explore the context of early warning systems in Africa.  
There are a few high-level principles and challenges that should guide this conversation. For many African readers, this 
will come as no surprise. However, only by understanding high-level challenges can we create communications 
products and strategies to overcome those hurdles. Principle challenges for the effective issuance of early warnings in 
Africa include:  
 

•  L a c k  o f  r e l i a b l e  d a t a .  W i t h  l i m i t e d  s t a f f s ,  r e s t r i c t e d  b u d g e t s  a n d  
u n r e l i a b l e  m o n i t o r i n g  s y s t e m s ,  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  c o m i n g  o u t  o f  m o s t  N H M S  
i n  s u b - S a h a r a n  A f r i c a  i s  v e r y  l i m i t e d  –  b u t  i t ’ s  g e t t i n g  b e t t e r !  W i t h o u t  
g o o d  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  y o u  c a n ’ t  m e e t  t h e  n e e d s  o f  e n d - u s e r s  o r  b u i l d  a  t r u e  
v a l u e  p r o p o s i t i o n .   

•  L a c k  o f  c r e d i b i l i t y .  W i t h  n e w  i n v e s t m e n t s  i n  c l i m a t e  m o n i t o r i n g  a n d  
i n f o r m a t i o n  s e r v i c e s ,  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  g e n e r a t e d  b y  N H M S  i s  g e t t i n g  
b e t t e r .  H o w e v e r ,  m a n y  N H M S  c o n t i n u e  t o  s u f f e r  f r o m  a  s e r i o u s  i m a g e  
p r o b l e m .  B e c a u s e  t h e r e  h a s n ’ t  b e e n  m u c h  r e l i a b l e  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  p e o p l e ,  
p o l i t i c i a n s  a n d  m e d i a  d o  n o t  a l w a y s  t r u s t  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  c o m i n g  o u t  o f  
N H M S .  T h i s  m e a n s  t h a t  t h e  m a i n  a c t o r s  y o u  w o u l d  u s e  t o  s h a r e  c l i m a t e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  e a r l y  w a r n i n g s  a r e  d i s c o n n e c t e d  f r o m  y o u r  c o r e  p r o d u c t  
o f f e r i n g .  R e - e n g a g i n g  t h e s e  a c t o r s  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  y o u r  v a l u e  p r o p o s i t i o n  
w i l l  b e  k e y  t o  s u c c e s s .   

•  L a c k  o f  p r o t o c o l s .  L e t ’ s  s a y  y o u ’ v e  f i g u r e d  o u t  h o w  t o  c o l l e c t  a n d  a n a l y z e  
w e a t h e r  a n d  c l i m a t e  d a t a ,  a n d  b y  c r e a t i n g  s o m e  s m a r t  a n d  i n n o v a t i v e  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  s t r a t e g i e s ,  y o u ’ v e  n i p p e d  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  c h a l l e n g e  i n  t h e  
b u d .  N o w  h o w  d o  y o u  c r e a t e  t h e  r e s p o n s e  m a t r i x  n e c e s s a r y  t o  i s s u e  e a r l y  
w a r n i n g s ,  a n d  h o w  d o  y o u  w o r k  w i t h  o t h e r  g o v e r n m e n t  a g e n c i e s ,  a c t o r s ,  
m e d i a  a n d  m o r e  t o  m a k e  s u r e  e v e r y b o d y  k n o w s  w h a t  t h e y ’ r e  d o i n g ?  W h i l e  
m o s t  A f r i c a n  n a t i o n s  h a v e  s o m e  s o r t  o f  e m e r g e n c y  r e s p o n s e  p r o t o c o l ,  t h e  
p a c k a g i n g  a n d  d i f f u s i o n  ( a n d  p r e v e n t a t i v e  r e s p o n s e  a c t i o n s )  a r e  l i m i t e d .  
B e n i n ’ s  r e s p o n s e  p r o t o c o l  s h o w s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  h o w  i t  c a n  w o r k .   

•  L i m i t e d  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  i n  p a c k a g i n g .  P e o p l e  r e a d  w i t h  t h e i r  e y e s  a n d  
h e a r t s  –  m i n d s  c o m e  i n  l a t e r  w h e n  y o u  a r e  a n a l y z i n g  w h a t  y o u ’ v e  j u s t  
r e a d .  I n  l a r g e  p a r t ,  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  l i m i t e d  c a p a c i t y  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  p a c k a g e  
w e a t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  –  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  e a r l y  a l e r t s ,  a c t i o n a b l e  c l i m a t e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  ( l i k e  c r o p  r e p o r t s ,  P u b l i c  S e r v i c e  A n n o u n c e m e n t s  ( P S A s )  o n  
w h a t  t o  d o  w h e n  b a d  w e a t h e r  h i t s ,  a n d  t a i l o r e d  i n f o r m a t i o n  f o r  p r i v a t e  
s e c t o r s ) .  B y  c r e a t i n g  p r e t t y  p a c k a g e s ,  N H M S  n o t  o n l y  h a v e  t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  b u s t  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  p r o b l e m ,  t h e y  a l s o  w o r k  t o  b u i l d  m o r e  
e f f e c t i v e  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e i r  e n d  u s e r s .   

•  L i m i t e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  t r a d i t i o n a l  m e d i a  a n d  o t h e r  a c t o r s .  T h e  r o l e  
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o f  t h e  N H M S  i s  o f t e n  l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  e a r l y  w a r n i n g  
m e s s a g e s .  T h e s e  a r e  t h e n  p a s s e d  o n t o  o t h e r  a c t o r s  i n  t h e  s y s t e m  t h a t  a r e  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  a n d  a c t i o n .  O t h e r  a c t o r s  –  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  
m e d i a ,  e x t e n s i o n  a g e n c i e s ,  g o v e r n m e n t  p a r t n e r s ,  p r i v a t e  c o m p a n i e s  a n d  
m o r e  –  n e e d  t o  p l a y  a  p a r t .  W h i l e  l i m i t e d  c r o s s - s e c t o r i a l ,  c r o s s - a g e n c y  
c o l l a b o r a t i o n  i s  c u r r e n t l y  h i n d e r i n g  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  e n g a g e  w i t h  
t h e s e  p o t e n t i a l  b r a n d  a m b a s s a d o r s  a n d  m e s s e n g e r s ,  t h e r e  i s  a  s t r o n g  
o p p o r t u n i t y  h e r e  t o  e n g a g e  t h e m .   

•  L a c k  o f  d i s t r i b u t i o n  s y s t e m s .  T h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  g o o d ,  i t ’ s  p a c k a g e d  w e l l ,  
p e o p l e  t r u s t  w h a t  y o u  a r e  s a y i n g  a n d  k n o w  w h a t  t o  d o  i n  t h e  e v e n t  o f  b a d  
w e a t h e r ,  n o w  h o w  d o  y o u  g e t  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  a  f a r m e r  l i v i n g  i n  a  
r e m o t e  v a l l e y ?  T h e r e  a r e  n u m e r o u s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  t h i s  s p a c e  –  a l o n g  
w i t h  j u s t  a s  m a n y  c h a l l e n g e s .  I n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  A f r i c a n  n a t i o n s  a r e  m a k i n g  
g o o d  s t r i d e s  i n  c r e a t i n g  e f f e c t i v e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  s y s t e m s ,  b u t  s t i l l  l a c k  a n -
e f f e c t i v e  e n d - t o - e n d  p a c k a g e  t h a t  w i l l  t r u l y  r e a c h  e n d - u s e r s  a n d  s a v e  
l i v e s .   

•  L i m i t e d  b u s i n e s s - d e v e l o p m e n t  c a p a c i t y  a n d  n e c e s s a r y  f r a m e w o r k s .  
D e v e l o p i n g  b u s i n e s s  p l a n s  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  s t r a t e g i e s  –  o r  b u i l d i n g  t h e  
c o n d u c i v e  l e g a l  a n d  p o l i c y  f r a m e w o r k s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  f o s t e r  t h e s e  p l a n s  –  i s  
a  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  s k i l l  s e t  f r o m  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s k i l l s  o f  c o l l e c t i n g ,  
a n a l y z i n g  a n d  s h a r i n g  d a t a .  B y  d e v e l o p i n g  b u s i n e s s  a c u m e n ,  N H M S  h a v e  
t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  a d d r e s s  c r e d i b i l i t y  c h a l l e n g e s ,  b u i l d  r e v e n u e  s t r e a m s  
a n d  e n g a g e  w i t h  a  w h o l e  n e w  g r o u p  o f  p o t e n t i a l  p a r t n e r s .  T h e  c o n n e c t i o n s  
a r e  n o t  y e t  t h e r e ,  b u t  i n  s e v e r a l  c o u n t r i e s  t h e y  a r e  s t a r t i n g  t o  b l o s s o m .   

•  C u l t u r a l  c h a l l e n g e s .  C u l t u r a l  c h a l l e n g e s  s p a n  l a n g u a g e ,  b e l i e f ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  
g e n d e r ,  a g e  a n d  l i t e r a c y .  T h i s  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  c h a l l e n g e s  i n  t h e  u s e  
a n d / o r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  e a r l y  w a r n i n g s .  H o w  d o  y o u  r e a c h  a  d i v e r s e  g r o u p  
w h o  s p e a k  n u m e r o u s  l a n g u a g e s ,  h a v e  u n i q u e  c u l t u r a l  o p t i c s  o n  w e a t h e r  
i n f o r m a t i o n  ( w h e r e  t h e  w o r d  o f  t h e  v i l l a g e  e l d e r  m a y  t r u m p  t h a t  o f  t h e  
w e a t h e r  f o r e c a s t e r ) ,  a n d  a r e  o f t e n  i l l i t e r a t e  o r  h a v e  l a c k  o f  f o r m a l  
e d u c a t i o n s ?  T h i s  p i e c e  i s  n o t  e a s i l y  a n s w e r e d ,  b u t  w e  m a k e  s o m e  a t t e m p t s  
i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s e c t i o n s .   

•  P o l i t i c a l  c h a l l e n g e s .  T h e  c o n t i n u e d  l a c k  o f  c r e d i b i l i t y  h a s  f o s t e r e d  a  l a c k  
o f  p o l i t i c a l  w i l l  t o  s u p p o r t  N H M S  w i t h  e i t h e r  b i g g e r  b u d g e t s  o r  s t r o n g e r  
i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s t a t u s .  T h i s  i s  w h e r e  t h e  s o f t w a r e  p i e c e  c o m e s  i n .  B y  
c r e a t i n g  s u p p o r t i v e  a d v o c a c y  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  a n d  a c t i v e l y  
e n g a g i n g  r e l e v a n t  a c t o r s  o n  t h e  p o l i c y  a n d  p u b l i c  g o o d  l e v e l ,  y o u  h a v e  t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  b r e a k  t h e  n o n - v i r t u o u s  c y c l e  a n d  r e c o n n e c t  w i t h  y o u r  
c h a m p i o n s  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s p a c e .    

•  E c o n o m i c  c h a l l e n g e s .  I t ’ s  n o t  c h e a p  a n d  o u t s i d e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  m a y  d i v e r t  
f u n d s  f r o m  w e a t h e r  a n d  c l i m a t e  s e r v i c e s .  T h e  v a l u e  p r o p o s i t i o n  w i l l  a i d  t o  
l e s s e n  t h e s e  e c o n o m i c  c h a l l e n g e s ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a  
r e c o g n i z e d  l i m i t i n g  f a c t o r ,  m a k i n g  c e r t a i n  o u t r e a c h  t e c h n i q u e s  o f t e n  
e m p l o y e d  i n  d e v e l o p e d  w o r l d  c o n t e x t s  l e s s  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  t h e  u n i q u e  
s o c i a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  l a n d s c a p e  o f  m o d e r n - d a y  A f r i c a .   

•  C l i m a t i c  c h a l l e n g e s .  C h a n g i n g  w e a t h e r  p a t t e r n s ,  m o r e  s e v e r e  w e a t h e r  
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