
Above : A typhoon slams into a Hong Kong street. Seconds after the 
picture was taken, the collapsing sign on the right was carried away. 

Below : The desperate search for survivors amid the rubble of buildings 
destroyed in last September's earthquake in Mexico. 
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W HO's main task is to support its Members States in 
developing their health services and promoting the 
health of their people. But within this framework, the 
Organization also has responsibility for helping the 
Member States in emergencies and disasters. Perhaps 
more important still, it helps them to strengthen their 
own structures so as to be better prepared against 
disasters, and to manage them in a more efficient 
manner if they strike. 

By strengthening the national capacities through 
training and by extending technical cooperation to the 
Member States, WHO can play a meaningful ro le in 
emergency and disaster preparedness and manage
ment. Helping governments and other organizations to 
coordinate emergency assistance, and assessing the 
needs in such emergencies are some of the functions 
that governments expect from W HO, among the mul
titude of external aid agencies, in the event of large
scale disasters. 

Within the Organization, the capacity for offering 
such support to the Member States varies widely from 
one region to another. Many Member States may not 
require W HO's assistance. But even in those cases, W HO 

is trying to tap into the existing resources and skills so 
as to transfer them to those Member States which may 
be less fortunate and more prone to be hit by disasters . 

WHO works very closely with other UN organizations, 
particularly the Office of the Disaster Rel ief Coordinator 
(UNDRO). UNICEF, and the Office of the High Commis
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR). as well as with such bodies 
as the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, the International Committee for the Red 
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Cross and a large number of voluntary groups. Many of 
these have a much greater capacity for prompt 
emergency relief. The crucial point is to see how W HO 

and the other organizations can complement each other 
rather than competing. 

In recenttimes, WHO has helped to coordinate exter
nal health relief assistance after such acute disasters as 
the Mexican earthquake and the Colombian volcanic 
eruption last year, and has coordinated health relief in 
slowly-emerging disasters such as the catastrophic 
drought in Sudan and Ethiopia . 

WHO's emergency operations are always launched 
with development linkages in mind, so that the re lief 
effort can smoothly become part of rehabilitation and 
econom1c reGovery. 

Since the chronic crisis in Africa made WHO and its 
Member States aware that more could be done in 
terms of disaster preparedness and management. WHO 

is now in the process of reviewing the status of 
preparedness throughout the six regions. The findings 
of these reviews and the requests of Member States 
will be translated into regional programmes, with an 
emphasis on country-level support through the regular 
WHO structures as part of the Health for all process. • 

Trapped in the wreckage of her home after a volcanic 
eruption triggered a disastrous landslide, this little Colombian 
girl died before she could be freed. 
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Lower right : Havoc in a small community hit by catastrophic 
floods in Brazil, which left thousands homeless. 
Photo L. Sirman © 

Below: A health kit for all emergencies, including about 100 
separate items, is kept available at the UNICEF warehouse in 
Copenhagen. Its contents are based on the needs of 10,000 
victims over a three-month period. 
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