Larry Winter Roeder of the Global Disaster Information Network calls

for closer partnerships between industry, NGOs and government
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Director of the Global Disaster
Information Network and a policy
Advisor in natural disasters and
emergency information at the US
Department of State



THE NEXT GREAT TECHNOLOGICAL advance
will surely be in the difficult area of handling
crisis information. Not only because of the
numbers of lives that will be saved, but also
because of the wider economic benefits through
the use of sophisticated information technology
to reduce the impact of potential disasters.

This is a difficult nut to crack because, rather
like the Apollo space programme, it requires a

marriage of disci-

plines and r
co-operation between ha
people who often

don’t know each

other. At present, the
links between disaster
managers and the
information manage-
ment industry leave
much to be desired. A
senior relief worker
recently said that earthquakes don’t kill people,
buildings do. He was right. But how can we
send the right information in the right format to
the right people at the right time - so that city

planners can build stronger buildings and relief

workers can find lost people in a wild, isolated
jungle?

One answer is to develop meaningful public/pri-
vate partnerships that improve the way we use
technology, as well as how we develop new
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and political condition
and receiving cou

technologies. But first of all we need to find out
who is doing what. Too often, the right hand
doesn’t know what the left hand is doing. For
instance, there are thousands of firms who do
valuable work in information management, but
there are few reliable inventories. What’s more,
those that are reliable are not always linked.

A reliable portal

My first proposal is that we must arm ourselves
with a reliable internet
portal to reliable inven-
tories. We should
develop new portals if
necessary, make sure
they are maintained and
that the experts and
organisations in the lists
are not just good at what
they do, but are willing
to help when called
upon.

It is an irony that emergency information man-
agement is so misunderstood, given the age we
live in. Lives depend on getting the right infor-
mation in the right format, on time to the right
people. However, while users know what they
need, they often have no idea what it means in
terms of a properly formatted information
product. And because information providers
are usually not disaster managers, they are
often just as baffled.




No internet near the volcano

In 1996, for example, I was asked by the UN in
Nairobi to provide a satellite photo of a volcano in
order to help rescue a number of refugees, and also
to provide an analysis of the risk to many other
refugees living below the volcano. The problem was
that there was no internet access, either near the vol-
cano or in Nairobi. Sending a satellite photo would
at that time have crashed any Nairobi computer, and
would therefore have been a big mistake. Sending
even a small colour drawing was an equally bad idea
because there are few colour printers in former
Zaire. Eventually, we arranged for a small black and
white map based on satellite imagery, to be comput-
er generated in less than ten hours. It was e-mailed
to Nairobi and faxed to Zaire. I am not sure that this
effort actually saved any lives; but the point was we
were able to facilitate moving vital information in
the right format in the
right time to the right
people. This is what we
want to do with GDIN
in the future, not make
the maps; but make
sure the people who
need them get what
they need quickly.

To avoid problems like

the above, we need an international consortium that
can locate the owners of remote sensing platforms,
obtain the right data in the right format on time and
then transmit it to the user. Such a consortium
should also send critically needed disaster informa-
tion to remotely placed disaster mangers, regardless
of their technical limitations. However, because
governments and the UN can’t do everything, the
consortium would have to be a public/private part-
nership offering market opportunities for industry as
well as affordable, operationally useful information
for the disaster community.

The internet’s value

I was disappointed when a disaster manager recent-
ly told me that he rarely used the internet, because
its value as an operational tool in humanitarian
affairs has not been proven. In fact there was a
wealth of outstanding reportage on his own disaster

Some governments believe that
international disaster information
sharing need only be conducted
between governments and the
UN, leaving NGO’s out in the cold

on www.reliefweb.int, which was set up in 1994 in
response to the dearth of information sharing in
Rwanda.

Some disaster managers say that because there is
email in nearly every country, special websites and
services conveying information are unnecessary.
They say that all they have to do is download infor-
mation from the internet or contact HQ. But that is
a fantasy - shared by the public at large in North
America, Japan and Europe. In reality, while email
can be found in every country, more than 80% of the
world is not connected to the internet in any practi-
cal operational way.

Creative solutions

Information and disaster managers therefore need to
find creative solutions, like using western firms with
superior telecommunications
as the backbone of a national
early warning grid in nations
otherwise too poor to devel-

op a national disaster
information network
(NDIN).

Soft drinks distributors, for
example, could be linked
with factories and hotels.
Such firms will want access to information about
disasters, and will certainly agree to share it with
others as part of the price of obtaining vital crisis
briefs. It is essential, however, to have a co-operative
arrangement with the authorities before spreading
early warning messages to the general public. I
would also suggest that all work involving telecom-
munications should be coordinated with the UN
Working Group on Emergency
Telecommunications (WGET) and the Tampere
Convention on the Provision of Emergency
Telecommunications Across Borders.

As well as linking together existing resources,
we need to stimulate the development of innova-
tive technical solutions. I suggest that disaster
agencies should combine forces with industry to
fund the research and development projects that
are urgently needed.




PeaceWing
PeaceWing, a project managed by
Aerovironment of California, NOAA, the US
Department of State
and NASA/ERAST,
is an example of such
a partnership between
industry and govern-
ment.

PeaceWing is a $5m
remotely controlled
solar powered wing
that flies between ten
and twenty miles. It is capable of finding a
child in a tree in a forest fire or a flood victim
on a roof, geocode that individual and direct
assistance to the exact location. Imagine how it
could be used over Mozambique, Somalia,
North Carolina or the forest fires of the
American west. PeaceWing will soon fly 24

Lives depend on getting the right
information in the right format,
on time to the right people
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hours a day for six months at a time or longer;
it will directly complement but not compete
with satellites, position itself where it is need-
ed, when needed and
provide cell phone tele-
phony to relief workers
without specially
designed and expensive
iridium type phones.

This project could revo-

lutionise disaster
information and cell
phone telephony for

relief workers, effectively giving them free
high-speed conversations, and the ability to
download imagery and maps quickly. For
example, PeaceWing could be based over a
volcano like Popo, just south of Mexico City,
quietly measuring the rising dome, over the
Mediterranean studying pollution and oil spills




or hover over Brazil, watching for fires. But
unlike the cell phone towers that blight our
highways, PeaceWing is invisible to the naked
eye and, unlike satellites that stay above the
earth, PeaceWing can be brought down quick-
ly in order to change sensors - significantly
lowering the cost of remotely sensed data.
PeaceWing won’t replace satellites but it will
complement them. See

http://www 1.etl.noaa.gov/radiom/peacewing.

Funding and sharing

Funding such projects is inevitably a problem.
Even if commercial providers are willing to
help, the user may not be able to afford the
solution. We need a way to help small town
mayors in Somalia, vulnerable firms, cash
strapped NGO’s and
poor national authori-
fies: ¢ an: ddea : once
proposed to me in the
middle of flood torn
northern Turkey by
Oktay Ergunay, the then
head of disaster manage-
ment. With this in mind,
GDIN has created an
international fund to buy
information for cash
challenged NGO’s and national disaster man-
agers.

Sharing information can also be a problem
either because of differences between the
social and political conditions of donor and
receiving countries. Some countries won’t
share data, for fear of cultural pollution or
security and economic risks. But the barriers
can be broken down as I have found during a
series of trips to Sudan and its border areas to
discuss information-sharing problems with the
rebels and government officials.

The Turkish earthquake

Some governments believe that international
disaster information sharing need only be con-
ducted between governments and the UN,
leaving NGO’s out in the cold. Fortunately for
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the many international relief workers operat-
ing in the two earthquakes in Turkey in 1999,
Ankara took a more mature approach. They
requested data from GDIN, the Global
Disaster Information Network (www.gdin-
international.org) and the results were posted
on ReliefWeb for all to see.

A computer generated map, provided within a
day, blended together information from satel-
lites, ground sensors and other sources into a
product that was easy to understand, and
revealed the level of damage in cities, on a
road to road basis. Using such GIS maps,
along with textual products, an NGO like
Médecins sans Frontieres (MSF) or
International Medical Corps (IMC) can com-
pare damage between
two towns, do a
triage and make an
intelligent cost effec-
tive decision on what
resources to send to
n which village.

These products were
developed in 1996
after a devastating
forest fire in
Mendocino National Forest, California.
Potential mud slides from winter rains threat-
ened $250m worth of property. The maps were
used to develop an effective mitigation plan by
the Forest Service that saved them money in
reseeding and saved the public from personal
property damage. Imagine the benefits if we
could do that in Africa or Latin America.

The potential synergy between industry and
government is obvious. Corporations can use
these maps to decide where to invest, and cities
can use them to decide on building codes. We
need to bring the various sectors together into
a partnership of industry, governments and the
entire relief community. Clearly this can and
should be done in a non-predatory way that
benefits everyone. The potential of technology

is too strong to ignore any longer. H
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