
NGOs have proved their worth 
hile the work of the 
International Com
mittee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) conti 
nues to focus on the 

suffering caused by the wars and other 
conflicts that rage around the world, 
the League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies (LRCS) prevents 
and alleviates suffering in other 
"battlefields." These include sudden 
impact disasters such as earthquakes 
in Iran, China, Armenia or the Philip
pines, floods in Bangladesh or Sudan, 
hurricanes affecting the Caribbean or 
the Pacific islands, and technological 
disasters such as Chernobyl. 

The League also prevents, prepares 
for, and responds to the slow onset 
disasters, such as famines and the 
needs of refugees and other displaced 
communities. Furthermore, many 
National Societies are involved with 
the "silent emergencies" which conti
nue to kill and disable millions of 
children every year, such as diarrhoea 
and the vaccine-preventable diseases, 
and with such new 20th century 
disasters as AIDS, the abuse of drugs 
and environmental pollution. 

Of perhaps even greater impor
tance, however, is the National Soci
eties' fight against the precursors of 
most of these disasters: poverty, 
inequality, illiteracy, discrimination, 
deprivation and other factors which 
increase people's vulnerability and 
decrease their capacity to cope with 
adverse changes in their physical, 
biological , social and political 
environments. 

Because all of these "disasters" are 
interlinked, the responses to them by 
the LRCS and other non-governmen
tal organizations (NGOs) also need to 
be interlinked. Responding through 
development programmes to the 
hardships of daily living which face so 
many poor and under-privileged 
people will help to decrease their 
vulnerability, and increase their 
capacity to respond to the other "high 
visibility" disasters, to which they are 
disproportionately exposed. Similarly, 
through disaster preparedness, relief 
operations and rehabilitation or recov
ery programmes, communities that are 
vulnerable can be supported and assis
ted in ways that contribute to their 
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general development. 
NGOs have an essential, sometimes 

unique role to play in preventing, 
preparing for, responding to and 
recovering from disasters. They are 
often in a position to identify priority 
issues and highlight defects in existing 
systems in a way that would be difficult 
for governments or intergovernmental 
organizations because of bureaucratic, 
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political or other constraints. They can 
also arouse public concern and 
mobilise financial and other resources 
(including volunteers) in ways that 
governments and intergovernmental 
bodies cannot. They are able to chan
nel people's very genuine desire to 
help other people who have been 
affected by disasters. 

By providing information to con
cerned people they can help them to 
understand the priority needs, and the 
root causes of the problems faced by 
disaster-affected communities. This 
"donor education" is very important in 
order to avoid unrealistic demands 
and pressures; people need to know 
that disaster-stricken communities are 
not helpless and apathetic, and that 
pictures of starving babies may give 
completely the wrong impression and 
generate the wrong response. This 
may prevent the supply lines from 
becoming clogged up with useless or 
unnecessary donations, and helps to 
ensure that the available resources are 
used (efficiently and effectively). In 
some circumstances, no response may 
be better than a well-meant but 
inappropriate response. Disaster edu
cation is an essential aspect of disaster 
preparedness. 

It is now widely accepted that, when 
catastrophe strikes, communities them
selves, often supported by national 
organizations, respond with energy 
and imagination to their own 

Essential supplies being safely stored in 
an African country_ NGOs have an 
essential role to play in preparing for 
disasters_ 

immediate needs. By the time the 
external medical teams and field hospi
tals arrive, the dead have been buried 
and the injured are on their way to 
recovery. The cost-effectiveness of 
external medical teams is small in 
comparison with investments in 
national disaster preparedness. With 
Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies 
in 149 countries, the League is in an 
excellent position to contribute to 
disaster preparedness at national level. 

Of course, an involvement with relief 
operations can itself make an impor
tant contribution to an NGO, increas
ing its credibility and potential to 
recruit good staff and volunteers, to 
develop partnerships with other bodies 
and to attract funds. The Ethiopian 
Red Cross is a good example of this. 
Its involvement with many relief opera
tions in Ethiopia has enabled it to 
expand and develop as a major 
national NGO, and it is now involved 
not only with disaster response but 
also with disaster preparedness, dis
aster prevention, primary health care 
and other development programmes. 

The Bangladesh Red Crescent has 
been building cyclone shelters to pro
vide vulnerable communities with shel
ter and safety when cyclones strike. 
These shelters are not only preventing 
death and 'injury from cyclones, but 
they are also being used to save lives in 
non-cyclone periods through their use 
as centres for community development 
activities. Disaster preparedness thus 
contributes to development. 

On the other hand, the Indian Red 
Cross Society's Child Alive scheme is a 
development programme that focuses 



on the prevention of mortality and 
morbidity from diarrhoea and the 
vaccine-preventable diseases. When 
epidemics of cholera strike in the 
programme area, it is the Child Alive 
volunteers who are in the best position 
to respond because of the skills and 
information that they have gained 
through their Child Alive training. The 
Philippines Red Cross is involved with 
the national Barangay Health Worker 
Programme. After the recent earth
quake in the Philippines, the people 
who had been trained in this pro
gramme were in a position to respond 
to the health needs of people affected 
by the earthquake. 

Blood donors 
The Red Cross and Red Crescent's 

blood programme has implications for 
both disaster preparedness and devel
opment. When increased demands for 
blood and blood products are made, it 
is essential to have a functioning Blood 
Transfusion Service that is able to 
recruit donors, collect and distribute 
the blood. 

Operational research matters too. A 
recent evaluation of the first aid pro
grammes of National Societies in 
Francophone Africa emphasised the 
importance of being aware of the 
differences in the disasters 
encountered in different countries and 
communities when disaster pre
paredness programmes are being 
drawn up. Issues of appropriateness 
and equity, and a community-based 
approach, are as important in disaster 

. response as they are in other health 
programmes. Much of the basic epi
demiology of disasters has been 
generated and carried out by people 
working in the field for NGOs. 
Through descriptive and analytical stu
dies, NGO staff have been able to 
outline priorities and identify the major 
obstacles which prevent appropriate 
solutions from being implemented. 

Coordination with governments and 
with other organizations is usually 
excellent, resulting in the development 
of consensus guidelines and standards 
and encouraging a strong stand 
against practices that are known to be 
potentially harmful, such as the dis
tribution of powdered milk in disaster 
situations, when the well-recognised 
dangers of powdered milk become 
greatly magnified. 

Involvement of NGOs in drawing up 
national disaster preparedness and 
response plans is vital. The Pan
Caribbean Disaster Preparedness Pro
gramme is an excellent example of 
regional cooperation between inter
governmental bodies, governments 
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and the Red Cross Societies. 
At a global level, the LRCS has 

collaborated with WHO in producing 
training materials, has participated in 
advisory groups and consultations, and 
- along with other NGOs - has carried 
out health and nutrition programmes 
for UNHCR (the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Refugees) in several 
countries. 

NGOs have proved their worth in 
developing new initiatives and innova
tive programmes, and in the field of 
disaster preparedness and response 
there will be a continuing need for this . 
For example, the psychological needs 
of disaster-affected communities, as 
well as their physical needs, are now 
better understood, so the Danish Red 
Cross has decided to build on a 
traditional activity and start providing 
training in psychological first aid. 

Greater attention is also being given 
to the rehabilitation and recovery 
phase of disaster response. Too often, 
once the initial "emergency" has 
passed, international concern, the 
funds and other resources move on 
with the television cameras to the next 
disaster! This phase has provided the 
LRCS with a number of opportunities, 
from spearheading innovative pro
grammes, such as the spinal injuries 
unit that has been started after the 
Armenia earthquake, the introduction 
of primary health care components 
alongside the rebuilding programme in 
Mexico after its earthquake, integrated 
health and development programmes 
to deal with famine in Ethiopia, and 
programmes to help redevelop the 
health infrastructure following the 
landslides in Colombia. 
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Cambodian refugees under canvas in 
Thailand. The I.RCS has carried out 
programmes for the Oflice of the High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
in several countries. 

Although prevention of disasters is 
difficult, increasing attention needs to 
be paid to developing early warning 
systems that help to mitigate their 
impact and prevent the common 
diseases that follow in their wake. 
Several national Societies have taken 
up this challenge, for example, the 
famine early warning system involving 
the Sudanese Red Crescent, the 
Bangladesh Red Crescent's cyclone 
early warning scheme, and the nutri
tional surveillance activities of the 
Somali Red Crescent. 

NGOs will need to be ready to 
respond to more and more disasters in 
the years ahead as a result of techno
logical hazards, population growth, 
economic decline, environmental deg
radation, and increased awareness -
(many disasters still never reach the 
television screens). NGOs' efforts will 
be most effective if there is increased 
solidarity between them, and more 
effective partnerships with govern
ments and intergovernmental bodies. 

There are many things that NGOs 
can do more effectively than their 
partners because of their community 
level activities, their capacity to be 
innovative, their focus on vulnerable 
communities, the trust and credibility 
that they have built up over the years, 
and their capacity to listen to and 
involve the people. • 
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