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The ‘Space and Major Disasters’ Charter has
been in operation since 1 November 2000. Civil
Protection Agencies may place their requests
for assistance via a dedicated 24-hour
telephone line. A specialised engineer analyses
the situation together with the requestor and
proposes an action plan, which includes
emergency re-tasking of the satellites operated
by the Charter’s signatories. A project manager
ensures that the necessary data are acquired
and their timely delivery to the requestor or
designated agent. During its first six months of
operation, the Charter was invoked eight times.

France earlier this year. Twelve hours after the
acquisition of an ERS-2 image, a preliminary
map of the flooded area covering 100 km of the
Saône watercourse was provided to the relief
co-ordination centre in Lyon. The images in
Figure 1 show how a mix of two radar images
(before and during the flood) allows accurate
detection of the flooded areas. The map in the
middle clearly shows the flooded area in blue,
with the normal riverbed in dark blue; the right-
hand map highlights areas affected by the flood
and allows urban or agricultural usage to be
identified. These maps represent a synthetic

Considering on the one hand the increasing number of major
disasters, and on the other the interest shown by Civil Protection
Authorities in space techniques, ESA and the French national space
agency CNES announced their intention to set a co-ordinated 
means of access to space facilities and tools, at the UNISPACE III
Conference in Vienna in July 1999. The International Charter on ‘Space
and Major Disasters’ was subsequently signed on 20 June 2000 by
both Agencies, followed by the Canadian Space Agency (CSA) on 
20 October 2000.

This far-reaching humanitarian initiative provides a worldwide,
consistent framework for accessing data from a variety of sources. It
is mainly oriented towards helping the emergency and rescue
authorities during a crisis. The Charter is open for signature to all
space agencies and operators, and a number of other agencies have
already announced their intention to join, including NOAA (USA), ISRO
(India), CONAE (Argentina) and NASDA (Japan).

After the earthquake that struck San Salvador
on 13 February 2001, only 3 days were needed
to re-task the Spot-4 satellite, to acquire the
data and to prepare damage-assessment
maps, just in time for the French Civil Protection
rescue squad, which was arriving on a medical-
assistance mission. As a by-product, the
Salvadorian Geographical Survey requested
and was given the maps in order to update its
25-year-old reference set.

The Charter was also invoked during the Saône
River flood, one of the many that affected

Figure 1. (a) A map of the
Saône flood north of Lyon.

Flooded areas are shown in
light blue, the normal river

course in dark blue. The
map is obtained from a

fusion of optical and radar
data. Landscape in pseudo-

natural colours. Extended
Lambert II projection, scale

in km
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Credits for the images:  © ESA for ERS-2 data, © CNES and Spotimage for SPOT data, © SERTIT for processing
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snapshot and will serve as reference data for
this flood event in a decision support system.
They will also be used as input to regulatory
flood-prevention plans. These maps were
obtained from a fusion of optical and radar
images from the Spot and ERS-2
satellites. 

The two examples above demonstrate
the value of this co-operative
endeavour. Nowadays, what limits the
operational use of Earth Observation
satellites during a natural disaster is
more the number of satellites available
for that purpose, rather than the
technology itself.

The Charter has created a great deal of
interest in Civil Protection and Humanitarian
Emergency circles. It is being recognised as an
efficient framework at international level, setting
new standards and serving as a reference.

s

(b) The flood extent detected by a
combination of two ERS SAR images
appears in blue, near Villefranche-sur-
Saône.

(c) The flood extent laid over a space map
derived from SPOT imagery The flooded
areas are shaded in light blue

(d) This map reveals the nature of the flooded
areas (urban/agriculture), while non-flooded
areas are dimmed. Extended Lambert II
projection, scale in km
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