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THE RED CROSS (II)

Assistance in the event of natural disasters

Comments by the League of Red Cross Societies

Introduction

On assistance in natural disasters, the Tansley Report on the
Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross makes several general and
some specific proposals. All have been thoroughly examined by the
League of Red Cross Societies whose thinking on the subject is set
out below.

1. A leading role for Red Cross ?

The Report proposes that Red Cross should seek to establish itself
firmly as the leading non-governmental assistance organisation within
whatever international disaster relief system evolves in the coming years
(p. 74).

The League considers that this could be the result of effective work
by the Red Cross movement, but it is inappropriate to think of pre-
eminence as an aim in itself.

At national level, several Societies are the leading assistance orga-
nisations in their countries, and others may become so in the future.
We feel that Societies can often give leadership at national level and that
practical, and not only legal, public recognition of their special status
as natural auxiliaries of their governments is a key to such leadership.
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2. Confining interventions to the emergency phase

The Report (pages 76 and 77) urges the need for a basic policy and
"binding guidelines" confining assistance interventions to the "emergency
phase". We consider this desirable in theory, but we see practical
difficulties in defining objectively the end of the "emergency phase".
Subjectively, the emergency phase for Red Cross often, but not always,
ends when governmental help arrives, either bi-laterally or through inter-
governmental agencies. As an alternative to attempting to define
"emergency phase", it should be possible to define the specific types of
assistance services which the Red Cross can provide—they are limited:
the emergency could be considered as terminated when none of those
services is required any longer.

Despite problems of definition, we consider it important to stress
the emergency, or temporary character of Red Cross assistance, and to
avoid effectiveness being weakened by dispersion of effort and resources.
We should like to see more emphasis on the quality of the services, and
less upon their variety.

Surplus funds remaining after the end of the emergency phase should
be used for developing the disaster preparedness of the National Society
concerned.

3. Famine

The Report calls for a clear policy on Red Cross responsibilities
infantine (p. 77).

The definition of Red Cross responsibilities in famine situations,
and the formulation of practical measures to carry out those respon-
sibilities, are subjects which have received, and continue to receive,
particular attention from the League and many of its member Societies.
In 1975 a working group of the Disaster Relief Advisory Committee
prepared a statement on "Red Cross policy towards famine situations"
and subsequently two resolutions were adopted, the first by the Board
of Governors (No. 14/1975) and the second by the Twenty-third Inter-
national Red Cross Conference (No. IV/1977).

In order to bring a more professional approach to nutrition in
disaster feeding programmes and in services to National Societies in the
related health and welfare field, it has been decided that the League Secre-
tariat will establish a new post of Nutrition Adviser. This position
will be financed for at least the first two years from sources outside
the League's ordinary budget.
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4. Study of efficiency at internal level

It is difficult to comment on this suggestion because we do not know
what was the sufficient evidence which appeared during the Re-appraisal
to suggest that the League Secretariat would profit from a systems analysis
of its relief bureau (p. 78). In our view there exist no serious problems on
the level of systems and procedures in the relief sector of the Secretariat.
The organisation of the work, and the routines employed, are not
static, but evolve gradually in response to changing conditions. Further-
more, a certain turnover of staff ensures that existing methods are
looked at appraisingly by new arrivals on the staff, many of whom are
highly experienced people transferred from National Societies.

On the other hand, we have recognised that there is a need to improve
the information support for disaster relief operations—and prepared-
ness—particularly to enable donor National Societies to provide more
timely and pertinent information to the publics upon whom they are
dependent for support. Accordingly, it has been decided to create a
new position of Relief Information Officer in the Secretariat. The
position will be financed by one of the National Societies.

5. Financing

The Report discusses the financing of Red Cross assistance activities,
and notes that there is dependence upon funds raised ad hoc after a
disaster has occurred. The Tansley Report considers that the goal which
Red Cross should adopt in future is to move as far as possible from this
ad hoc and highly unpredictable method of financing (p. 80). Two steps
in this direction are proposed by the Report: first, to enlarge existing
guarantee schemes, and secondly to tap more systematically the resources
of governments in advance of disaster.

It is our opinion that the Red Cross should continue to use ad hoc
financing when disasters occur. But in addition it is necessary to supple-
ment this by other measures, and in this connection the two suggestions
made in the Report are of interest.

The League is at present endeavouring to broaden its finance guarantee
scheme which has been operating for four years. Under this scheme a
number of National Societies have undertaken to provide up to a certain
amount to cover expenses which the League is required to lay out for
the initial phase of a relief action, without awaiting the results of its
appeal. In addition, some National Societies have suggested the con-
stitution of a reserve fund for relief, financed by voluntary contributions.
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This would enable the Secretary-General to increase speed and
efficiency in meeting disaster situations. The target figure would be
3 million Swiss francs, about one-third of which is already to hand.

It is for National Societies to obtain resources from governments,
and several are doing so, to finance either relief operations or pro-
grammes to reduce the effects of natural disasters and to reinforce the
ability of National Societies to cope with natural disasters to which
their countries are prone.

6. Personnel

The Report proposes that Red Cross should recognise the need to
professionalise those aspects of its assistance activities which are not
purely voluntary in nature (p. 74).

The League believes that too much emphasis can never be placed
on the importance of effective voluntary effort in assistance activities.
Trained and available volunteers in sufficient numbers are the basic
strength of the Red Cross movement, not only in assistance work.
Knowledge of how to set about recruiting technically qualified volunteer
personnel is still lacking in several National Societies and greater efforts
are needed to deal with this problem.

In short, we see no contradiction between professionalism and
volunteerism. They are simply different forms of service which are
complementary to one another.

The Report suggests that Red Cross at the international level might
also give thought to the style of its operation in developing countries
(pp. 77-78), and goes on to give some reflections on this subject, which
we support. The League Secretariat has, in fact, been endeavouring to
work along the lines proposed for some years past but its efforts are
influenced, and often limited, by the capacity and willingness of Societies
to cooperate fully with the Secretariat in planning and carrying out
relief operations.

7. Pre-disaster Planning

The Report proposes that Red Cross at all levels should place greater
emphasis upon pre-disaster planning, broadly defined (p. 74).

In view of the importance of this matter, the League's and the ICRC's
comments upon it are the subject of a separate chapter, entitled "Planning
for action in natural disasters and in armed conflicts".
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8. Wider View of Possibilities

The Report proposes that Red Cross should take a wider view of the
possibilities open to it in the assistance field (p. 74).

The League agrees basically with this, provided the Red Cross stays
within its capacity and its fields of competence. One of the most important
possibilities open to the movement is to be a spokesman, or advocate,
for disaster victims who in some cases may have no other way of making
their plight known to the world, and thus seeking assistance.

Throughout the world the movement has influence which it may not
have fully appreciated, let alone used, as a knowledgeable and trusted
spokesman for those who are, or who may become, victims of natural
disasters. At the local level alone this influence could be used, for
example, to encourage suitable safety standards in the construction of
buildings, and in relation to other kinds of legislation intended either
to prevent disasters or to minimise their effects if they do occur.

9. Co-operation with other institutions

In the chapter of his report dealing with assistance, Mr. Tansley
discusses briefly the question of Red Cross co-operation with other
organizations engaged in the same kind of operations. He recommends
the maintenance of good relations between the Red Cross and such
organizations to respond to the pressures now building up in the interna-
tional community for co-operation among disaster relief organizations
(p. 79).

The Red Cross attitude in this connection is constructive. It has on
many occasions demonstrated its willingness to co-operate.

The Report also recommends closer co-operation in the field with
United Nations agencies. In fact, such co-operation is of long standing
and the Red Cross—notably by its joint efforts with UNDP and
UNICEF—has pioneered the organization of more efficient field
relations between non-governmental organizations and the United
Nations.
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