INSARAG Lessons Learnt Meeting
following the Algeria Earthquake of 21 May 2003
(9/10 September in Geneva, Switzerland)

Chairman’s Summary

The INSARAG Lessons Learnt meeting following the Algerian earthquake of 21 May 2003 was held in Geneva on 9 and 10 September 2003. The meeting, which was attended by 92 participants from 33 countries and organisations, was co-sponsored by Germany, Sweden and Switzerland and co-organised by Switzerland and the INSARAG Secretariat (Field Coordination Support Section, FCSS) in OCHA Geneva. The list of participants is attached.

The meeting underlined that the endorsement of Resolution 57/150 by the UN General Assembly was a defining moment for international USAR assistance. The Resolution has already proven a useful tool in several situations, and should be seen as the fundamental strategic document for the further work of INSARAG. OCHA and INSARAG member countries should continue to raise international awareness about it and to follow up on implementation, particularly concerning the compliance with INSARAG Guidelines. 

In the meeting, all phases of international Urban Search and Rescue (USAR) response operation in response to the Algeria earthquake were analysed and discussed, with a particular focus on coordination issues and the INSARAG Guidelines. Topics included:

· Early-Warning, Mobilisation and Deployment

· On-Site USAR Coordination

· USAR Operational Issues and Application of the INSARAG Guidelines

· Role of Other International Responders and Interface with USAR Teams and Information Management for the International Community

· An Integrated Disaster Reduction Approach

The agenda of the meeting and the list of participants are attached. Given below are the main issues identified under each topic, and of the ensuing recommendations.

1) Early Warning, Mobilisation and Deployment

The topic was introduced by brief presentations by representatives of the Government of Algeria, who spoke about the initial phases of the national response, and by OCHA’s Mr. Jesper Lund, who described the initial steps taken by the international USAR community.

Disruption of communication: The presentations highlighted that, due to the physical disruption of national and international communication channels, it was practically impossible to communicate with the Algerian Government, the UN Resident Coordinator in Algeria or the Algerian Red Crescent Society for the first 24 hours after the earthquake. 

Recommendation: UN offices in disaster-prone countries should have contingency arrangements for such instances (satellite telephones, HF radio capability) and should initiate contact with headquarters immediately after a disaster. (Action: UNDP, OCHA) 

Activation of USAR teams: The presentations also highlighted that both the UN (OCHA) in Geneva and the international USAR teams of the INSARAG family activated quickly. The deployment of the UNDAC team and of the advance USAR teams was as timely as allowed by international procedures (request for assistance) and international transport (availability of seats on commercial aircrafts, availability of Algiers airport, which was closed in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake delaying available resources getting into the area).

Recommendation: During the discussion on mobilisation, it was suggested that more consultation at political level should take place among assisting countries (through the UN and Virtual OSOCC) in order to decide/advise on deployment of USAR teams. (Action: INSARAG Secretariat, INSARAG member countries)

Official Request for Assistance: The chronology of events showed that the official request for international assistance came nearly 24 hours after the earthquake. It was noted that USAR teams from countries that had bilateral agreements with Algeria, as well as IFRC (following a request by the Algerian Red Crescent), were able to deploy earlier than that. It was further noted, that the path of the request was unclear. A semi-official request was presented in the 3rd OCHA Situation Report (issued in the evening of 22 May), and several USAR teams did not receive a bilateral request until evening of the 23rd, two days after the earthquake.

Recommendation: After a major earthquake, the UN office in the country should immediately make contact with the Government in order to speed up the procedure leading to the request of international assistance for urban search and rescue (Action: OCHA, UN Resident Coordinator).

Stopping deployment of USAR teams: After 36 hours from the earthquake, there was evidence that USAR assistance was not needed any more. This information was made available on the Virtual OSOCC, and individual teams were contacted directly by the INSARAG Secretariat. Serious concern was expressed for the fact that some teams deployed nevertheless (due to political decisions through channels not aware of INSARAG procedures), which led to duplication, overcapacity, difficulties in coordination and frustration for the teams.

Recommendation: A mechanism should be established to formally indicate when assistance is not needed any more, so to avoid late and unnecessary deployment of teams. The use of the Virtual OSOCC for this purpose should be considered (Action: INSARAG Regional Groups, INSARAG Steering Committee, member states)

INSARAG Focal Points: During the discussion, the INSARAG Secretariat indicated that the current list of INSARAG Focal Points in each country is not up-to-date.
Recommendation: INSARAG member countries have to assign INSARAG Focal Points and to communicate these to the INSARAG Secretariat. Test-alerts should be organised at regular intervals to ensure the functioning of the system. (Action: INSARAG focal points, INSARAG Secretariat)

2) On-Site USAR Coordination

The topic was introduced by brief presentations by representatives of the Government of Algeria, who spoke about initiatives taken by the local authorities both in response to the earthquake and in support of the incoming international teams, and by OCHA’s Mr. Thomas Peter - the Team Leader of the UNDAC mission to Algeria – who summarised coordination activities. 

Awareness of INSARAG procedures in affected country: The presentations highlighted that there was an immediate understanding, on the part of the Algerian authorities at senior level, of the role of the UN in coordinating international USAR assistance, and this despite lack of previous contacts with INSARAG. It was also recognised, however, that less awareness existed at other levels. 

Recommendation:  Initiatives should be taken aiming at increasing the awareness of all administrative levels in disaster prone countries about the international disaster response system, with particular regard to the INSARAG methodology and its role in earthquake response.  (Action: INSARAG member countries, INSARAG Secretariat).

Coordination of USAR by the UNDAC team: As seen from the perspective of the UNDAC Team, improvements were noticed in the attitude of USAR teams to participate proactively in the coordination and use the OSOCC as platform for information exchange and as interface with LEMA. Many USAR teams were prepared to provide liaison persons to the OSOCC.  

Recommendation: In order to make more clear the relationship between international USAR Teams, the LEMA and the OSOCC, more international USAR exercises should be organised involving all partners. The INSARAG concept paper for USAR/OSOCC liaison should be distributed (Action: INSARAG Secretariat, INSARAG Regional Groups)

Display of operational information in the OSOCC: The need for improvement was noticed in how operational information is displayed and communicated to the teams, including information about assessment results, USAR team assignments and specific observations at given USAR sites. 

Recommendation: The OSOCC Guidelines should include a section on how operational information is displayed in the OSOCC and communicated to USAR teams. (Action: INSARAG Secretariat)
Role of the UNDAC team: The Algerian authorities stressed the positive and critical contribution made by the UNDAC Team in assisting the coordination of international USAR teams. 

Recommendation: OCHA should endeavour to continue to develop the UNDAC methodology and strengthen the UNDAC system (Action: FCSS/OCHA).

Potential duplication of coordination with EU Mechanism: Grave concern was expressed for the potential duplication between the coordination structures set up by the UN and by the European Commission Emergency Response Mechanism in responding to emergencies outside Europe, as in this case some assets were deployed by European countries based on an EU Alert. 

Recommendation: Close consultation should continue at management level with the European Commission in order to ensure synergy between EC and UN coordination mechanisms (Action: OCHA, EU and all INSARAG/EU member countries).

Multiple search of sites: During the discussion on operational issues, it became clear that in some instances international USAR teams were assigned by LEMA to search sites that had been searched before by other teams.

Recommendation: This was a considered decision by local authorities who come under considerable pressure from families with information about buried victims. It was also acknowledged that, as teams have different capacities/skills the situation might arise that survivors may be found on a site that has already been searched unsuccessfully sometimes even more than once (No action required). 

3) USAR Operational Issues and application of the INSARAG Guidelines

The session was introduced by OCHAS’s Mr. Thomas Peter. 

Too many not fully qualified USAR teams deployed: Grave concern was expressed for the fact that too many teams deployed to Algeria, with some not meeting the international standards and thus being a burden for the local authorities and the UN coordination structures. Also mentioned was the opinion that there were too many “light” USAR teams, i.e. teams without capacity to penetrate collapsed concrete structures or which cannot medically stabilise extracted victims, and not enough “heavy” teams that actually meet these requirements.

Recommendation: INSARAG should speed-up the process of peer review aiming at defining compliance of USAR teams with the light/medium/heavy standards. Teams that do not meet standards should be actively discouraged from deploying by their governments by withholding funding to them. INSARAG/UNDAC can advise the Government of the disaster-affected country on which teams meet the standards and which do not, in order to facilitate the prioritisation for the provision of logistic assistance towards USAR teams with proven capacity. (Action: INSARAG Secretariat, INSARAG Focal Points).

Compliance with INSARAG Guidelines: Many speakers agreed that the compliance of international USAR teams with the INSARAG Guidelines seems to be improving compared with previous emergencies. In particular, while the self-sufficiency of the teams was not an issue, the inconsistent use of the INSARAG marking system sometimes led to confusion. 

Recommendation:  The INSARAG Guidelines should be adopted and applied by all USAR teams.  The issue of markings should be revisited, with particular reference to the possible use of GPS coordinates or codenames to identify buildings. (Action: all INSARAG members).

Support to USAR teams in-country: Several USAR teams indicated that they received substantial support from their in-country representations, for instance in terms of hiring transport, interpreters or providing supplies. It was suggested that all Teams should make full use of this kind of support. 

Recommendation: Initiatives should be taken aimed at building awareness about INSARAG methodology among donor country representations in earthquake prone countries to support the coordination between international USAR teams, UNDAC, and local/national authorities. (Action: INSARAG Secretariat, Working Group on Guidelines Revision)

Availability of maps: It was noted that, as it is often the case, maps were not available in sufficient numbers for the international teams. The representatives from the Government indicated that, as logical, priority to provide maps was given to local responders. 

Recommendation: The OSOCC should be equipped with map production/copying capability. (Action: OCHA)
5/10 concept for Collapsed Building Assessment: The so-called “5-10” approach was briefly introduced by Ms. Solveig Thorvaldsdottir. This methodology for the “triage” of the buildings to be searched and for the evaluation of security conditions was praised by many speakers. It was suggested that this could become part of the INSARAG methodology.

Recommendation: Include a reference to the 5/10 Concept for collapsed building assessment into the INSARAG Guidelines and attach it as Annex to the Guidelines (Action: Working Group on INSARAG Guidelines, INSARAG Secretariat) 

Earthquake Damage and Casualty Estimation Software: Speakers from the UN and from the EC alluded to a software system currently under development by a Swiss seismological company, which could provide a quick estimate of the damage/casualty caused by an earthquake based upon simple geophysical information. The system was considered of potential great value to the USAR community.

Recommendation: Progress in the development of such system should be closely followed and the INSARAG community should be kept informed. (Action: INSARAG Secretariat)
USAR Coordination and Information Exchange in the Field: The issue regarding coordination and information exchange between USAR teams, OSOCC and LEMA was discussed. There was a concern to clarify whether reports by teams should be orally presented or provided in written format. There is a need to improve and standardise information sharing between USAR teams, the OSOCC and the LEMA and to increase the involvement of the USAR teams in the operational planning to make use of their knowledge about their own teams’ capacity, regardless whether operational planning is done by the LEMA or the OSOCC staff. The point was raised that some USAR teams had not requested LEMA for reassignment but had gone on their own to look for new tasks
Recommendation: Further development of the OSOCC methodology and coordination principals should consider standardisation of the presentation of reports, the information exchange on the status of operations, the involvement of USAR teams in operational planning with LEMA/OSOCC, including the  reassignment of work-sites. (Action:  INSARAG Secretariat and INSARAG USAR countries/teams)
4) Role of Other International Responders and Interface with USAR Teams and Information Management for the International Community.

The topic was introduced by the UN Resident Coordinator a.i. in Algeria, who highlighted some issues concerning the interaction between other responders and the USAR Teams, the handling of information and relations with the media.

USAR Response as part of integrated humanitarian relief and rehabilitation: Donor countries should consider that USAR assistance should not be a stand-alone support but part of an integrated relief/rehabilitation support package to the affected country. The relief support should therefore include cash donations and/or in-kind contribution as well as the funding of mid- and long-term rehabilitation and reconstruction projects.

Recommendation: Donor countries to review their response to earthquakes and identify means to combine USAR assistance with the provision of additional humanitarian relief and rehabilitation/reconstruction support. This issue should be standardised within the INSARAG network and reflected in the INSRAG Guidelines. (Action: INSARAG member countries)
Using USAR teams to assess humanitarian needs: It was noted that UNDAC made selected use of USAR teams for assessment of humanitarian needs, but that there was room for improvement. The possible additional role of USAR teams in assessing basic humanitarian needs in their area of assignment was discussed at some length.

Recommendation:  If USAR teams are requested to assist with USAR or humanitarian needs assessment, it has to be ensured that their task is clearly defined, including type and format of required information and timeframe and mode of delivery of results (Action: INSARAG Secretariat).

Dealing with the local press: The representatives from the Algerian Government shared their experience of dealing with an aggressive press and, particularly, with pseudo-scientific misinformation. The negative effects of such circumstances were broadly acknowledged. The UN Resident Coordinator a.i. reported about the UN efforts to provide a balanced view. 

Recommendation: The potential positive role of the media should be exploited. The UN should play a “super partes” role in providing balanced and technically sound information to the affected population (Action: UNDAC, OCHA, UN Resident Coordinator). 

5) Risk Management

The session was introduced by Mr. Markus Zimmerman, expert from Switzerland and Mr. Pedro Bassado of the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR).

Role of USAR teams: The potential role of international USAR Teams in the broader context of risk management/disaster reduction was discussed.

Recommendation: The dialogue on the subject should be continued. INSARAG should increase efforts in building USAR capacities in earthquake-prone countries (Action: INSARAG Regional Groups, INSARAG Secretariat). 

6) Summary of recommendations

	Recommendation
	Action



	1. Establish contingency arrangements for emergency communications (satellite telephones, HF radio capability) and initiate contact with headquarters immediately after a disaster.
	UN – OCHA, UNDP

	2. Carry out consultation at political level among assisting countries (through the UN) in order to decide/advise on deployment of USAR teams. 
	INSARAG Secretariat, INSARAG member countries

	3. UN office in the country to immediately make contact with the Government in order to speed up the procedure leading to the request of international assistance for urban search and rescue in the aftermath of an earthquake. 
	OCHA,

UN resident Coordinator

	4. Establish mechanism to formally indicate when assistance is not needed any more, so to avoid late and unnecessary deployment of teams. The stopping of international teams needs to be discussed on a political level.
	INSARAG Regional Groups, 

INSARAG Steering Committee, 

INSARAG member states

	5. INSARAG member countries have to assign INSARAG Focal Points and to communicate these to the INSARAG Secretariat. Test-alerts should be organised at regular intervals to ensure the functioning of the system.
	INSARAG focal points, INSARAG Secretariat

	6. Increase the awareness of all administrative levels in disaster prone countries about the international disaster response system, with particular regard to the INSARAG methodology and its role in earthquake response. 
	INSARAG member countries

INSARAG Secretariat

	7. Organise more international USAR exercises involving all partners. 
	INSARAG Secretariat,

INSARAG Regional Groups

	8. The OSOC Guidelines to include a section on how operational information is displayed in the OSOCC and communicated to USAR teams
	INSARAG Secretariat

	9. Continue to develop the UNDAC methodology and strengthen the UNDAC system.
	OCHA/FCSS

	10. Continue close consultation at management level with the European Commission in order to ensure the full integration between EC and UN coordination mechanisms.
	OCHA,

EU, 

all INSARAG/EU member countries

	11. INSARAG should speed-up the process of peer review aiming at defining compliance of USAR teams with the light/medium/heavy standards. Teams that do not meet standards should be actively discouraged from deploying by their governments by withholding funding to them. INSARAG/UNDAC can advise the Government of the disaster-affected country on which teams meet the standards and which do not, in order to facilitate the prioritisation for the provision of logistic assistance towards USAR teams with proven capacity
	INSARAG Secretariat,

INSARAG focal points

	12. INSARAG Guidelines to be adopted and applied by all USAR teams.  Revisit the issue of markings, with particular reference to the possible use of GPS coordinates or codenames to identify buildings
	all INSARAG members

	13. Build awareness about INSARAG methodology among donor country representations in earthquake prone countries to support the coordination between international USAR teams UNDAC and local national authorities. 
	INSARAG Secretariat, Working Group on Guidelines 

	14. Equip the OSOC with map production/copying capability. 
	OCHA

	15. Include a reference to the 5/10 Concept for collapsed building assessment into the INSARAG Guidelines and attach it as Annex to the Guidelines.
	Working Group on INSARAG Guidelines, INSARAG Secretariat

	16. Monitor progress in the development of a software system for the estimate of earthquake damage/casualty and inform INSARAG community.
	INSARAG Secretariat

	17. Further development of OSOCC and coordination techniques should consider issues such as the presentation of reports, sharing of info on the status of operations, increasing the involvement of teams in operational planning with LEMA or OSOCC, including the reassignment of work-sites.
	INSARAG Secretariat

INSARAG member USAR  teams/countries

	18. Donor countries to review their response procedures to earthquakes and identify means to combine USAR assistance with the provision of additional humanitarian relief and rehabilitation/reconstruction support. This issue should be standardised within the INSARAG network and reflected in the INSRAG Guidelines.
	INSARAG member countries

	19. If USAR teams are requested to assist with assessment, ensure that their task is clearly defined, including type and format of required information and timeframe and mode of delivery of results
	INSARAG Secretariat

	20. Exploit the potential positive role the media can play in post-disaster situation by providing balanced and technically sound information.
	OCHA,

UNDAC,

UN resident Coordinator

	21. Increase efforts in building USAR capacities in earthquake-prone countries. 
	INSARAG Regional Groups


7) List of Acronyms

EC: European Commission

GPS: Global Positioning System

HF: High Frequency

IFRC: International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

INSARAG: International Search and Rescue Advisory Group

LEMA: Local Emergency Management Authority

OCHA: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

OSOCC: On Site Operations Coordination Center

UNDAC: United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination

USAR: Urban Search and Rescue

