EDUCATION FOR DEVELOPMENT IN DISASTERS

Critique of the role of
outsiders in disaster
invention

If “education is mainly a domestic affair,” and development
a long-term process, what is the role for outside agencies
that delivet emergency relief? The next two papers present a
withering critique of the performance of private voluntary
agencies in their response to disasters. Frances D’Souza and
Fred Cuny, themselves veterans of failed campaigns,
suggest ways that agencies must change in order to make a
significant contribution to development.

Do disaster relief agencies learn from experience?
D’Souza reviews agency performance in East Africa in
1980—1981, in a previous round of drought-induced
famine. She points to the difficulties agencies face in
collecting and using information about in-country con-
ditions prior to the onset of crisis. They lack an institutional
memory in the form of experienced staff trained in analysis
and in co-ordination with other agencies. In essence,
D’Souza suggests that private voluntary agencies need less
amateur enthusiasm and more professional discipline.

Cuny’s thoughts were captured during the course of the
Institute, and are summarized briefly here by the editors of
this supplement. He sees private voluntary agencies as ill-
equipped — given dependence on unskilled staff and
feast-when-famine funding — to contribute to prevention
and mitigation of disasters. The rigid military structure of
government agencies limits their ability to work with poor,
marginalized communities. Cuny poses a series of dilemmas
that will be resolved only with a creative re-organization and
a shift from a disaster relief to a disaster mitigation posture.

Information and professional-
ism in disaster relief
programmes

Frances I)’Souza

International Disaster Institute
London, U.K,

During the past decade there have been significant changes
on the part of humanitarian organizations in their approach
to disaster relief. However, there remains a discrepancy
between what is now known about how to achieve a timely
and effective response and what actually happens. It is, for
example, debatable whether or not disaster relief pro-
grammes and their agents constitute a system, or
alternatively whether the international response to disasters
is still largely arbitrary, unco-ordinated and less effective,
particularly in the longer run, than the budgets involved
would suggest.

It may seem unnecessarily critical in the 1980’s, after so
much has been achieved by humanitarian organizations in
terms of re-organizing their attitudes and response to
disasters, to point out that many organizations continue to
raise millions of dollars for emergency relief, without
perceiving any real obligation to provide themselves or their
fundors with reliable and accurate information before,
during or after a disaster. It may also seem churlish to have
to point to the failures rather than to the successes.
However, it is precisely because of the destructive effects of
a badly planned disaster relief programme that it seems
necessary to underline the pivotal role of information in a
successful response. Equally, it is useful to examine the
motivations and structures of decision making within
humanitarian organizations which may discourage a
rational approach to disaster relief (D’'Souza, 1984).

THE IDEALSYSTEM

The ideal response to a threatened or actual disaster by a
group of operational agencies should include three
elements.

First, each agency should have a clear idea of its own
particular role in disaster response and also a full
appreciation of its limitations. These factors should be
known and accepted by other non-operational agencies and
funding bodies such as the UN and governments. The
agency’s recruitment of staff should reflect this under-
standing of its role, thus ensuring that people with
appropriate skills are hired. In addition to a clear idea of
their own areas of competence, it is desirable that there be
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