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I. BACKGROUND 

1. The frequency and seriousness of recent disasters, conflicts, droughts, and other emergency situations 
(for example in Afghanistan, the horn of Africa, southern Africa, Cambodia, Liberia, former Yugoslavia and 
countries affected by the aftermath of the Gulf crisis) have created additional tasks for organizations of the 
United Nations system, and particularly for W H O , because of the effects on health and health services. In 
some Member States gains in the area of health have been reversed. The situation is aggravated by the 
current economic climate and circumstances prevailing in both disaster-stricken areas and neighbouring 
countries that served or are still serving as hosts to millions of refugees. 

2. Response to disasters is primarily the responsibility of the government of the affected country; however, 
when large-scale disasters strike, many governments, especially in the developing world, are unable to cope. In 
such situations the organizations and bodies of the United Nations system are called upon, together with 
donors, to mobilize and coordinate the necessary resources required to assist in the emergency. 

3. W H O , through its programme for emergency relief operations, has been instrumental in channelling 
emergency humanitarian assistance to the health sector of Member States, and it has been increasingly called 
upon by Member States to help determine the response to disasters. The programme was established in 1989, 
in the light of WHO's constitutional mandate to "act as the directing and coordinating authority on 
international health work", to "furnish appropriate technical assistance and, in emergencies, necessary aid upon 
the request or acceptance of Governments", and "to provide, or assist in providing, upon the request of the 
United Nations, health services and facilities to special groups •••", which predated the resolution of the United 
Nations General Assembly on humanitarian emergency assistance (see below) by almost five decades.

1 

4. The objective of the programme is to cooperate with Member States in strengthening national capability 
for emergency preparedness and in providing initial relief assistance in the aftermath of disasters. It also aims 
to support and to help rehabilitate health care systems, emphasizing the primary health care approach and the 
need to provide special groups with the health services and facilities they require. In January 1992 the 
programme was organized into five units: three dealing with response, one with preparedness and one with 
information systems. 

5. On 19 December 1991 the United Nations General Assembly adopted resolution 46/182 on 
strengthening coordination of humanitarian emergency assistance of the United Nations (see Annex 1), without 
a vote. The United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs (DHA) was established as a consequence. 

6. W H O has sought to cooperate closely in the work of the new Department, and has in turn been 
requested by it to provide advice and assistance in the health field for the emergency situations in which the 
United Nations system has been involved. The Organization participates in the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee established by resolution 46/182 and seeks to participate, through W H O Representatives, in 
country-level coordination under the resident coordinator of the United Nations. It is a basic principle 
observed by the Director-General in coordinated operations that W H O follow the lead set by the United 
Nations on such fundamental issues as whether the United Nations system should be involved, and methods for 
ensuring staff security. 

II. PROGRESS 

7. W H O is involved in relief operations in over 30 countries affected by emergencies caused by natural 
and/or man-made disasters. The Organization is providing technical expertise, and emergency medical 
supplies, including life-saving drugs, anaesthetics, diagnostic supplies, emergency health kits, surgical kits and 
vector control equipment. Humanitarian assistance is being provided to 13 countries and one territory in the 
African Region.

2
 In the South-East Asia Region, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have been affected by a series of 

disasters in the past decade. In the European Region the changes in former Yugoslavia have created one of 

1 Already in the early 1950s WHO had provided the nucleus of staff for the establishment of UNRWA’s health 

department. 
2 Angola, Botswana, Ethiopia/Eritrea, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, Sudan, 

Swaziland, the United Republic of Tanzania, and Zambia. 
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the most difficult problems since the Second World War. W H O activities in former Yugoslavia focused on six 
humanitarian aid projects. The changes in the former Soviet Union have also involved W H O which, inter alia， 
acts as a clearing-house for information on medical assistance. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region disasters 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan and the aftermath of the Gulf crisis are affecting many countries directly, 
while some neighbouring countries are transit points for receiving large numbers of refugees. Interventions 
range from fully-fledged programmes covering a wide range of health services in such countries as Iraq and 
Somalia, to activities based on assessment of needs in other countries, carried out in collaboration with 
ministries of health or with United Nations organizations. In the Western Pacific Region the volcanic eruption 
of Mount Pinatubo and Mount Mayon in the Philippines are creating persistent problems in the area. 

8. In Africa and Latin America cholera and other diarrhoeal diseases, meningitis and malaria have spread 
as a result of breakdown in some areas of health services in general and control measures in particular. W H O 
is called upon to assure effective coordinated cooperation of the international community in affected areas and 
support for control and prevention activities. 

9. An emergency information system was launched in April 1992 in order to utilize available resources 
more efficiently. An initial inventory of software is being established. An early-warning mechanism, based on 
an analysis of disease incidence and reporting, has been initiated. Information on the most vulnerable 
countries is being collected and a register of experts has been compiled in cooperation with DHA. Links to 
the United Nations information system are being set up. 

10. In the area of disaster mitigation and preparedness W H O activities during the past two years have 
included agreements with seven W H O collaborating centres for emergencies; restructuring of the Pan-African 
Centre for Emergency Preparedness and Response in Addis Ababa; meetings of the Expert Advisory Panel on 
Emergency Relief Operations; and meetings of national experts on health and development for displaced 
populations. Training activities included cooperation in D H A / U N D P training for disaster management in 
African countries; cosponsoring of numerous courses on health and disasters, including "SOS health in relief 
operations", and organization of a cholera preparedness workshop. Guidelines on rapid assessment protocols 
and data bases on global and national disasters were issueu. W H O is also making arrangements to issue 
guidelines related to nutrition, environmental health in emergencies and community emergency preparedness, 
first aid and rescue planning. It is collaborating with disaster-prone countries, such as Angola, Bangladesh, 
China, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania, and 
Zimbabwe, to develop country-level emergency preparedness programmes. 

11. W H O emergency funds for the biennium 1990-1991 totalled US$ 40 million from voluntary contributions, 
of which US$ 30 million were obligated. In some instances the Organization experienced considerable delays 
between the receipt of a pledge and its conversion to cash. In the first year of the current biennium 1992-1993 
the total sum of voluntary funds obligated in emergency operations amounted to US$ 24.5 million. 

III. PROGRAMME STRENGTHS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

12. W H O Representatives play a major part in early warning procedures by forming a link between the 
health authorities and the United Nations in the dissemination of information on the health hazards created by 
disasters, the management of response measures in the health sector, and subsequent ties to rehabilitation and 
reconstruction. This role should be strengthened. 

13. Through its regional structure and presence in countries W H O is close to the scene of a disaster and can 
respond rapidly. Affected countries, through contacts with their regional offices, can expect early intervention. 
This reciprocal flow of information is most important for relief activities and should be strengthened as early 
as possible. 

14. The programme has the benefit of WHO's technical strength whenever a disaster strikes, for design of 
response and rehabilitation measures once the critical period is over. 

15. In 1992 funds from the Director-General's Development Fund and the United Nations central emergency 
revolving fund enabled W H O to respond immediately while appeals were launched, and pledges were received 
and converted into cash. About US$ 24.5 million were raised during the year, most of which was obligated. 
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16. Whenever initial funding is sufficient, as in the case of Iraq and former Yugoslavia, W H O has operated 
promptly and efficiently, thus promoting sufficient response. In many countries funding for emergencies is 
channelled through specialized "desks". This division of responsibility in donors’ establishments has sometimes 
placed W H O • which had a solid rapport with donors involved in development efforts - at a disadvantage. 
Recent direct links established with these "desks" is proving effective. * 

17. Consideration should also be given to the attitude and response of donors to consolidated appeals 
launched by DHA. The principle is sound but response to the non-food component (which includes the health 
sector) has been very low compared with the food component. Non-tied pledges from donors would provide 
an equilibrium within response efforts. 
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ANNEX 1 

A/RES/46/182 
14 April 1992 

Forty-sixth session 
Agenda item 143 

RESOLUTION ADOPTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY 
[without reference to a Main Committee (A/46/L.55 and Corr.l)� 

46/182. Strengthening of the coordination of humanitarian 
emergency assistance of the United Nations 

The General Assembly, 
Recalling its resolution 2816 (XXVI) of 14 December 1971 and its 

subsequent resolutions and decisions on humanitarian assistance, including its 
resolution 45/100 of 14 December 1990, 

Recalling also its resolution 44/236 of 22 December 1989, the annex to 
which contains the International Framework of Action for the International 
Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, 

Deeply concerned about the suffering of the victims of disasters and 
emergency situations, the loss in human lives, the flow of refugees, the mass 
displacement of people and the material destruction, 

Mindful of the need to strengthen further and make more effective the 
collective efforts of the international community, in particular the United 
Nations system, in providing humanitarian assistance, 

Taking note with satisfaction of the report of the Secretary-General on 
the review of the capacity, experience and coordination arrangement s in the 
United Nations system for humanitarian assistance, 1/ 

1/ A/46/568. 

92-17125 
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1. Adopts the text contained in the annex to the present resolution 
for the strengthening of the coordination of emergency humanitarian assistance 
of the United Nations system; 

2. Requests the Secretary-General to report to the General Assembly 
at its forty-seventh session on the implementation of the present resolution. 

78th plenary meeting 
19 December 1991 

ANNEX 
I. GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

1. Humanitarian assistance is of cardinal importance for the victims of 
natural disasters and other emergencies. 
2* Humanitarian assistance must be provided in accordance with the 
principles of humanity, neutrality and impartiality. 
3. The sovereignty, territorial integrity and national unity of States must 
be fully respected in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations. In 
this context, humanitarian assistance should be provided with the consent of 
the affected country and in principle on the basis of an appeal by the 
affected country. 
4. Each State has the responsibility first and foremost to take care of the 
victims of natural disasters and other emergencies occurring on its territory. 
Hence, the affected State has the primary role in the initiation, 
organization, coordination, and implementation of humanitarian assistance 
within its territory. 
5. The magnitude and duration of many emergencies may be beyond the 
response capacity of many affected countries• International cooperation to 
address emergency situations and to strengthen the response capacity of 
affected countries is thus of great importance. Such cooperation should be 
provided in accordance with international law and national laws. 
Intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations working impartially and 
with strictly humanitarian motives should continue to make a significant 
contribution in supplementing national efforts. 
6. States whose populations are in need of hvimanitarian assistance are 
called upon to facilitate the work of these organizations in implementing 
humanitarian assistance, in particular the supply of food, medicines, shelter 
and health care, for which access to victims is essential* 
7. States in proximity to emergencies are urged to participate closely with 
the affected countries in international efforts, with a view to facilitating, 
to the extent possible, the transit of humanitarian assistance. 
8. Special attention should be given to disaster prevention and 
preparedness by the Governments concerned, as well as by the international 
community* 
9. There le a clear relationship between emergency, rehabilitation and 
development. In order to ensure a smooth transition from relief to 
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rehabilitation and development,1 emergency assistance should be provided in 
ways that will be supportive of recovery and long-term development. Thus, 
emergency measures should be seen as a step towards long-term development. 
10. Economic growth and sustainable development are essential for prevention 
of and preparedness against natural disasters and other emergencies. Many 
emergencies reflect the underlying crisis in development facing developing 
countries. Humanitarian assistance should therefore be accompanied by a 
renewal of commitment to economic growth and sustainable development of 
developing countries. In this context, adequate resources must be made 
available to address their development problems. 
11. Contributions for humanitarian assistance should be provided in a way 
which is not to the detriment of resources made available for international 
cooperation for development. 
12 • The United Nations has a central and unique role to play in providing 
leadership and coordinating the efforts of the international community to 
support the affected countries. The United Nations should ensure the prompt 
and smooth delivery of relief assistance in full respect of the above-
mentioned principles, bearing in mind also relevant General Assembly 
resolutions, including resolutions 2816 �XXVI) of 14 December 1971 and 45/100 
of 14 December 1990. The United Nations system needs to be adapted and 
strengthened to meet present and future challenges in an effective and 
coherent manner. It should be provided with resources commensurate with 
future requirements • The inadequacy of such resources has been one of the 
major constraints in the effective response of the United Nations to 
emergencies. 

II, PREVENTION 
13. The international community should adequately assist developing 
countries in strengthening their capacity in disaster prevention and 
mitigation, both at the national and regional levels, for example, in ‘ 
establishing and enhancing integrated programmes in this regard. 
14. In order to reduce the impact of disasters there should be increased 
awareness of the need for establishing disaster mitigation strategies, 
particularly in disaster-prone countries. There should be greater exchange 
and dissemination of existing and new technical information related to the 
assessment, prediction and mitigation of disasters. As called for in the 
International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, efforts should be 
intensified to develop measures for prevention and mitigation of natural 
disasters and similar emergencies through programmes of technical assistance 
and modalities for favourable access to, and transfer of, relevant technology. 
15. The disaster management training programme recently initiated by the 
Office of the United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator and the United 
Nations Development Programme should be strengthened and broadened• 
16. Organizations of the United Nations system involved in the funding and 
the provision of assistance relevant to the prevention of emergencies should 
be provided with sufficient and readily available resources. 
17. The international community is urged to provide the necessary support 
and resources to programmes and activities undertaken to further the goals and 
objectives of the Decade. ‘ 
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III. PREPAREDNESS 
18. International relief assistance should supplement national efforts to 
improve the capacities of developing countries to mitigate the effects of 
natural disasters expeditiously and effectively and，to cope efficiently with 
all emergencies. The United Nations should enhance its efforts to assist 
developing countries to strengthen their capacity to respond to disasters, at 
the national and regional levels, as appropriate. 
Early warning 
19. On the basis of existing mandates and drawing upon monitoring 
arrangements available within the system, the United Nations should intensify 
efforts, building upon the existing capacities of relevant organizations and 
entities of the United Nations, for the systematic pooling, analysis and 
dissemination of early-warning information on natural disasters and other 
emergencies. In this context, the United Nations should consider making use 
as appropriate of the early-warning capacities of Governments and 
intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations• 
20. Early-warning information should be made available in an unrestricted 
and timely manner to all interested Governments and concerned authorities, in 
particular of affected or disaster-prone countries. The capacity of disaster-
prone countries to receive, use and disseminate this information should be 
strengthened. In this connection, the international community is urged to 
assist these countries upon request with the establishment and enhancement of 
national early-warning systems• 

IV. STAND-BY CAPACITY 
(a> Continoencv funding arrangements 
21. Organizations and entities of the United Nations system should Continue 
to respond to requests for emergency aeeistance within their respective 
mandates. Reserve and other contingency funding arrangements of these 
organizations and entities should be examined by their respective governing 
bodies to strengthen further their operational capacities for rapid and 
coordinated response to emergencies. 
22. In addition, there is a need for a complementary central funding 
mechanism to ensure the provision of adequate resources for use in the initial 
phase of emergencies that require a system-wide response. 
23. To that end, the Secretary-General should establish under hie authority 
a central emergency revolving fund ae a cash-flow mechanism to ensure the 
rapid and coordinated response or the organizations of the system. 
24. This fund should be put into operation with an amount of 50 million 
United States dollars. The fund should be financed by voluntary 
contributions• Consultations among potential donors should be held to this 
end. To achieve this target, the Secretary-General should launch an appeal to 
potential donors and convene a meeting of those donors in the first quarter of 
1992 to secure contributions to the fund on an assured, broad-based and 
additional basis. 
25. Resources should be advanced to the operational organizations of the 
system on the understanding that they would reimburse the fund in the first 
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instance from the voluntary contributions received in response to consolidated 
appeals. 
26. The operation of the fund should be reviewed after two years• 
(b) Additional measures for rapid response 
27. The United Nations should, building upon the existing capacities of 
relevant organizations, establish a central register of all specialized 
personnel and teams of technical specialists, as well as relief supplies, 
equipment and services available within the United Nations system and from 
Governments and irrtergovernmental and non-governmental organizations, that can 
be called upon at short notice by the United Nations. 
28. The United Nations should continue to make appropriate arrangements with 
interested Governments and intergovernmental and non-government a1 
organizations to enable it to have more expeditious access, when necessary, to 
their emergency relief capacities, including food reserves, emergency 
stockpiles and personnel, as well as logistic support. In the context of the 
anima上 report to the General Assembly mentioned in paragraph 35 (i) below, the 
Secretary-General is requested to report on progress in this regard• 
29* Special emergency rules and procedures should be developed by the United 
Nations to enable all organizations to disburse quickly emergency funds, and 
to procure emergency supplies and equipment, as well as to recruit emergency 
staff• 
30. Disaster-prone countries should develop special emergency procedures to 
expedite the rapid procurement and deployment of equipment and relief 
supplies* 

V. CONSOLIDATED APPEALS 
31. For emergencies requiring a coordinated response, the Secretary-C 
should ensure that an initial consolidated appeal covering all concerned 
organizations of the system, prepared in consultation with the affected State, 
is issued within the shortest possible time and in any event not longer than 
one week. In the case of prolonged emergencies, this initial appeal should be 
updated and elaborated within four weeks, as more information becomes 
available. 
32• Potential donors should adopt necessary measures to increase and 
expedite their contributions, including setting aside, on a stand-by basis, 
financial and other resources that can be disbursed quickly to the United 
Nations вуstem in response to the consolidated appeals of the Secretary-
General. 

VI. COORDINATION^ COOPERATION AND LEADERSHIP 
(a) Leadership of the Secretary-General 
33. The leadership role of the Secretary-General is critical and must be 
strengthened to ensure better preparation for, as well as rapid and coherent 
response to, natural disasters and other emergencies. This should be achieved 
through coordinated support for prevention and preparedness measures and the 
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optimal utilization of, inter alia, an inter-agency standing committee, 
consolidated appeals, a central emergency revolving fund and a register of 
stand-by capacities, 
34. To this end, and on the understanding that the requisite resources 
envisaged in paragraph 24 above would be provided, a high-level official 
(emergency relief coordinator) would be designated by the Secretary-General to 
wórlc closely wrcti and with direct access to him, in cooperation with the 
relevant organizations and entities of the system dealing with humanitarian 
assistance and in full respect of their mandates, without prejudice to any 
decisions to be taken by the General Assembly on the overall restructuring of 
the Secretariat of the United Nations. This high-level official should 
combine the functions at present carried out in the coordination of United 
Nations response by representatives of the Secretary-General for major and 
complex emergencies, as well as by the United Nations Disaster Relief 
Coordinator. 
35, Under the aegis of the General Assembly and working under the direction 
of the Secretary-General, the high-level official would have the following 
responsibilities: 

(a) Processing requests from affected Member States for emergency 
assistance requiring a coordinated response; 

(b) Maintaining an overview of all emergencies through, inter alia^ 
the systematic pooling and analysis of early-warning information as envisaged 
in paragraph 19 above, with a view to coordinating and facilitating the 
humanitarian assistance of the United Nations system to those emergencies that 
require a coordinated response; 

(c) Organizing, in consultation with the Government of the affected 
country, a joint inter-agency needs-assessment mission and preparing a 
consolidated appeal to be issued by the Secretary-General, to be followed by 
periodic situation reports including information on all sources of external 
assistance; 

(d) Actively facilitating, including through negotiation if needed, 
the access by the operational organizations to emergency areas for the rapid 
provision of emergency assistance by obtaining the consent of all parties 
concerned, through modalities such as the establishment of temporary relief 
corridors where neededf days and zones of tranquility and other forms; 

(e) Managing, in consultation with the operational organizations 
concerned, the central emergency revolving fund and assisting in the 
mobilization of resources； 

(f) Serving as a central focal point with Governments and 
intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations concerning United Nations 
emergency relief operations and, when appropriate and necessary, mobilizing 
their emergency relief capacities, including through consultations in his 
capacity as Chairman of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee； 

(3) Providing consolidated information, including early warning on 
emergencies, to all interested Governments and concerned authorities, 
particularly affected and disaster-prone countries, drawing on the capacities 
of the organizations of the system and other available sources； 
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(h) Actively promoting, in close collaboration with concerned 
organizations, the smooth transition from relief to rehabilitation and 
reconstruct ion as relief operations under his aegis are phased out; 

(i) Preparing an annual report for the Secretary-General on the 
coordination of humanitarian emergency assistance, including information on 
the central emergency revolving fund, to be submitted to the General Assembly 
through the Economic and Social Council. 
36. The high-level official should be supported by a secretariat based on a 
strengthened Office of the United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator and the 
consolidation of existing offices that deal with complex emergencies. This 
secretariat could be supplemented by staff seconded from concerned 
organizations of the system. The high-level official should work closely with 
organizations and entities of the United Nations system, as well as the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, the League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, the International Organization for Migration and relevant 
non-governmental organizations. At the country level, the high-level official 
would maintain close contact with and provide leadership to the resident 
coordinators on matters relating to humanitarian assistance. 
37. The Secretary-General should ensure that arrangements between the high-
level official and all relevant organizations are set in place, establishing 
responsibilities for prompt and coordinated action in the event of emergency. 
(b) Inter-Aaencv Standing Committee 
38. An Inter-Agency Standing Committee serviced by a strengthened Office of 
the United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator should be established under the 
chairmanship of the high-level official with the participation of all 
operational organizations and with a standing invitation to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, and the International Organization for Migration. Relevant non-
governmental organizations can be invited to participate on an ad hoc basis. 
The Committee should meet as soon as possible in response to emergencies. 
(c) Country-level coordination 
39. Within the overall framework described above and in support of the 
efforts of the affected countries, the resident coordinator should normally 
coordinate the humanitarian assistance of the United Nations system at the 
country level. He/she should facilitate the preparedness of the United 
Nations system and assist in a speedy transition from relief to development. 
He/she should promote the use of all locally or regionally available relief 
capacities. The resident coordinator should chair an emergency operations 
group of field representatives and experts from the system. 

VII. CONTINUUM FROM RELIEF TO REHABILITATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
40• Emergency assistance must be provided in ways that will be supportive of 
recovery and long-term development• Development assistance organizations of 
the United Nations system should be involved at an early stage and should 
collaborate closely with those responsible for emergency relief and recovery, 
within their existing mandates. 
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41. International cooperation and support for rehabilitation and 
reconstruct ion should continue with sustained intensity after the initial 
relief stage. The rehabilitation phase should be used as an opportunity to 
restructure and improve facilities and services destroyed by emergencies in 
order to enable them to withstand the impact of future emergencies. 
42. International cooperation should be accelerated for the development of 
developing countries, thereby contributing to reducing the occurrence and 
impact of future disasters and emergencies. 
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COMMENTS ON UNITED NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY RESOLUTION 46/182 
AND ITS IMPLICATIONS ON WHO HUMANITARIAN EMERGENCY RESPONSE 

The results of a W H O review of the relevant provisions of the United Nations General Assembly 
resolution 46/182, with the recommendations that could be considered by the Health Assembly for 
strengthening the emergency relief operations of Member States as well as W H O , are summarized below. 

It is a function of W H O , as a developmental health agency, to cooperate with Member States in 
strengthening their capabilities in disaster mitigation and preparedness within the general context of each 
country's national developmental plans. 

Disaster mitigation - prevention 

Man-made disasters are often related to poverty, environmental degradation, human rights violations, 
armed conflicts, and civil strife. Prevention measures for such emergencies would require a concerted effort 
not only from W H O , but from the United Nations system as a whole and a commitment from the national 
government. 

Preparedness 

Preparedness is based on the acquisition of knowledge, a continuous educational process. The general 
aim of preparedness is to organize an adequate response to a possible emergency, including early-warning and 
evacuation measures that are normally the responsibility of the national government. WHO's role is to 
establish criteria for implementation of the various elements of a preparedness plan, prepare teaching 
materials for the training of local officials, and conduct workshops on preparedness relating to populations at 
risk. 

Response 

Natural disasters tend to be of a short duration except those that develop gradually, such as drought, 
whereas man-made disasters are usually long-lasting and tend to have persistent effects. Response to both 
types requires prompt action. Recent man-made disasters have demonstrated that quick response remains a 
key element in minimizing the effects of the disaster and reducing its intensity. Response comprises relief and 
rehabilitation that lead to development. 

Information systems 

Disaster mitigation preparedness and response requires a functioning emergency information system. 
This is not simply a collection of equipment and personnel, together with data gathering, processing and 
transmission, but the gradual involvement of W H O as a whole in the process. 

Needs assessments 

An accurate assessment of needs is fundamental in ensuring adequate response to a disaster. After an 
emergency is declared a needs assessment forms the basis of viable relief. W H O should play a coordinating 
role in this area, especially when the disaster is multifaceted, such as drought, when agriculture, food and thus 
health are affected. Relief supplies dispatched by well-meaning institutions or governments have often been 
found unsuitable. W H O should take the lead in determining health needs and, in the longer term, should 
devise training for health authorities to assess their countries’ needs in a disaster. 

Appeals 

Appeals, whether individual or consolidated, form the basis for securing funds. The health component is 
based on a needs assessment carried out on the spot, supported by technical expertise from the concerned 
region or from headquarters. D H A has played an important part in coordinating appeals involving regional 
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organizations such as the Southern African Development Coordination Conference. This approach has the full 
support of W H O . However, no guidance is given to donors or organizations on resource mobilization. 
Coordination by D H A should extend beyond the launching of the appeal; at present organizations are left to 
their own devices to solicit support independently. 

Funding 

W H O emergency assistance is financed from contributions received for specific activities as a result of an 
appeal from the Director-General or a consolidated appeal issued on behalf of the United Nations Secretary-
General for each emergency. The lapse of several weeks or months between making pledges in response to 
appeals and providing contributions is critical and delays rapid response. Since W H O established its own 
emergency revolving fund two years ago, the rules governing the release of the funds have been steadily 
adapted to the situation. Consolidated appeals in the horn of Africa, the occupied Arab territories and former 
Yugoslavia have yielded between 5% to 25% of the target amount, with a median return of 10%. Phase IV of 
the Gulf crisis appeal had an exceptionally high return of 98%. This varying response from the donors is a 
cause for concern, and appropriate remedial measures are required. 

D H A should establish a strong coordinating mechanism to ensure that funds received from donors are 
distributed equitably to all aspects of the response for all components, not only for food supplies. 

Coordination and division of responsibilities 

Paragraph 39 of the annex to resolution 46/182, referring to the role of the resident coordinator in 
handling emergencies at country level, mentions the involvement of the United Nations system; in fact, in 
many instances the representatives of specialized agencies were not called upon. Country coordinators should 
be included as regular members of the "emergency cell", not merely consulted at the discretion of the U N D P 
Resident Representative, whose role should not be hierarchical but that of coordinator and facilitator. 

It is important to delineate the responsibilities of this "emergency cell" at an early stage, so that an 
overlap of responsibilities between organizations can be accommodated. In the case of disasters U N D P should 
be the overall coordinator, with W H O responsible for the health sector; in the case of epidemics requiring 
mainly health interventions W H O should have the primary responsibility. 

Security and logistics 

In most instances access to disaster areas is difficult. Often land, sea or air links are severed as are 
other communication links with the outside world. Despite the concern these difficulties cause relief workers, 
insecurity caused by armed conflict and civil war is now the major hazard, as in, for example, Somalia and 
former Yugoslavia. Although safe havens and corridors of tranquillity (as in Sudan), cease-fires, and the 
posting of United Nations guards (as in Iraq) or of United Nations forces (as in Somalia) have in certain cases 
permitted access, they are no substitute for an orderly society that respects law and order. 

Lack of transport for supplies and materials to disaster areas can seriously hinder relief operations; 
therefore the stockpiling of relief material is important. For correct assessment of the situation it is necessary 
to establish a reliable communications network. 


