Famme and forecasting Larly warming 1s critical fo disaster prepavedness, but unless ot is lotked Io action it becomes
nothing more than a cry of despair Most famines tn Africa build up slowly over @ nmumber of years, m a spiral of droughit
and poverty. frequently limked to conflict, demal of human rights, lack of pliralistic systems and control of the media
Decreased food security and increased destitution can be tracked, but all too often aid systems only veact when the eovent
is alregdy undceriay, as people start to move and chuldren start to die

Parched land, Ethiopia, 1985 Sebastiao Salgado/Magnum
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Turning early

Section Two, Methodologies

Chapter 4

warning into

livelihood monitoring

are data collection mechamsms to

mornutor people’s access to food, to
give timely notice when a food crisis
threatens, and to provoke action. Famine-
predicting information systems are not
new: one was implicit in the Indian fanmine
codes introduced by the Britishin the 1880s
and exported to Sudan in the 1920s. Poor
pecple have always had hughly-developed
intelhgence networks to predict and sur-
vive food shortages. Africa’s famines of the
1970s and 1980s fostered interest in EWS,
and the need for capaaity to predict fam-
ines in areas of endemic food cnsis 1s today
widely accepted. Early warning success
means that more is known to outsiders
about the risk of famune m much of Africa
thanever before. This chapter will examine
how EWS work, why they can fail to en-
sure the correct response, and suggest how
they can be improved.

F amine early warning systems (EWS)

System characteristics

Although the purpose of a famune EWS
may be clear, conflicing charactenstics
limit understanding of how they work,
and what they can and cannot do EWS
differ widely, from the minimalist — na-
tional food balance sheets concerned solely
with the overall food gap — to maximalist
—local-level systems which morutor liveli-
hood security and have multiple planning
uses — though most are somewhere be-
tween the extremes.

With the growmg understanding of
farmne, overall estimates of food supply
and demand have evolved into more com-
plex indicators of how vulnerable people
get access to food, such as food and live-
stock prices, off-farm work opportunities
and wage rates, and coping strategies pur-
sued by famine-prone people In the 1980s,
the primacy of supply-side factors contri-
buting to famine or “FAD” (food availa-
bility decline) was reassessed to take ac-
count of access to food or “FED” (food
enhitlement decline) The difference is en-
capsulated in Sen’s deftrution of starvation
as “the characteristic of some people not

having enough food to eat. It is not the char-
actenstic of there not being encugh to eat”

Famine does not affect everyone
equally; some benefit, including cereal
traders and, wealthy rural producers who
buy up hquudated assets at cheap prices.
Famine :snpt a distinct event, but partof a
downward 'spiral of mpoverishment to-
wards destjtution and death. Once fam-
ines are segn as an extreme form of pov-
erty, faming prediction moves from food
secunty towards identifying how people
feed themsglves. Tracking livelihood se-
curity and vulnerability will suggest who
will survivg periods of famine and who
will not. This can indicate the potential
scale of disgster and the nature and timing
of the response required.

Since the mud-1980s, improvement in

famine prediction capacity has been re-
markable in some of the most famine-
prone areas of Africa Progress is due to
substantial EWS mvestment, and techno-
logical and methodological innovations in
data collechon and analysis. Satellite 1m-
agery can measure vegetation cover early
in agricultpral or pastoral cycles, while
participatory rural appraisal methods m-
corporate famine-prone people’s sophisti-
cated knowledge systems and risk percep-
tions. However, many information prob-
lems remain:
@ National early warrung capacities vary
widely in the timeliness, comprehensive-
ness, accessibility, quality and credibility
of data they produce. Above all, informa-
tion must be seen as credible by everyone
involved in atlocating scarce resources.
Better informahon can only go some way
towards improving credibility, which is as
much a furiction of wader relations of trust
and coordination between negotiators, as
a charactetistic of the information itself
Where political differences strain relations,
there is heightened suspicion and mistrust
in interpretating early warning data. A
fundamental early warning paradox 1s
that 1t is least likely to tngger effective
response when needed most: when rela-
tions betwieen donors and a government
are poor.
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@ Quantitative, “objective”, intermation-
ally-approved data continue to outweigh
more subjective and usually gqualitative
local assessments. Deasion-makers allo-
cating emergency resources are often un-
able to incorporate EWS information into
existing decision-making structures. As-
sessments by the international donor com-
munity, usually by UN agencies, are the
most important information tool in donor
allocation of emergency food aid. Yet these
assessments are only as good as the informa-
ton provided for them by the national EWS.
® Some famines are unpredictable, no
matter how good the famine EWS. Increas-
ingly in Africa, these are associated with
conflict. Indicators can be developed to
detect the consequences of conflict on peo-
ple’s access to food, but predicting conflict
is harder Few EWS are equipped to do
this. Indeed, many steer clear of direct po-
liticai intelligence gathering. Even if infor-
mation 15 available from other sources,
such as military intelligence, this is rarely
systematically collated or used.

Response resistance

If EWS are to assist famine prevention,
the information they generate must trigger
timely and approprate response. Re-
sponse can be defined as additional re-
sources, over and above normal develop-
mental aid, including programme and
project food awd, to assist famine-prone
people withstand declining access to food
Response is usually limited to emergency
food aid: distributed free or via self-target-
ing mechanisms, such as food-for-work,
Response triggered by EWS focuses on in-
creasing food supply, rather than people’s
entitlement to 1t. Most famine rehef seeks
to save lives, reaching vulnerable people at
some point between destitution and death
Genuinely timely response seeks to save
hivelthoods, mterverung earlier, between
hvelihood insecurity and destitution Such
response could be free food aid, but
equally might be cash or employment to
help preserve assets.

Some argue that famine relief should
not try to preserve livelihoods, for which
development aid is more appropriate By
this logic, EWS risk becoming unsustain-
ably complcated and cumbersome in
terms of insttutional capacity, staff and
cost. They should seek simply to predict
large famines and trigger response to pre-
vent deaths, the predominant approach in
the wake of Africa’s mid-1980s famines.
Yet the distinction between relief and de-
velopment is largely fictitous for famine-
prone people. Famine can only be miti-
gated by remforaing hivelihoods,

In recent vears, improved provision of
early warnung information has out-
stripped decision-makers” ability to use it
in triggering response. To realise the
berefits of earlv warning, response is the
issue, not developing ever more sophisti-
cated indicators.

Assessments of EWS effectiveness
usually focus on the ability to provide n-
formatidn, rather than information use.
The underlying assumption is that inade-
quate information is the key constraint to
fimely decision-making But information
has only ever been a small part of response
decision-making: “not knowing” 1s no
longer a credible excuse for inadequate
response.

While provision of early warnung in-
formation is essentially a technical issue,
political and institutional factors deter-
rrune information use Key determinantsin
how 1t 15 used include questions of who
owns and controls iformation and how
objective and relevant 1t 1s percerved to be.
EWS are often institutionally and politi-
cally cut off from decision-making be-
tween donors, governments and humani-
tarian agencies. Justified as preserving
neutrality, isolation makes them ill-
equipped to tackle the political and eco-
nomic complexity of disaster response.
EWS 1solated from existing government
structures, for example, risk being seen by
government as belonging to donors; do-
nors are sceptical of systems under govern-
ment control.

Many obstacles exist to the use of early
warning information; the “missing hnk”
between EWS and response. The warn-
ing’s timeliness 15 most frequently held to
be the central obstacle, but thus behes more
complex reasons. A 1994 {ive-country
study of response suggests these major
constraints to effective exploitation of
famine early warnings-
® Institutional. Information cannot, by it-
self, alter the rigid functioning of bureau-
cracies in many donor agencies, which are
set up to respond to famine, not to protect
insecure livelihoods. Such rigidities in-
clude over-reliance on internaticnally-rec-
ognised assessiments, at the expense of ear-
lier indicators from national EWS, and sep-
aration of emergency and development ac-
tivities In donor headquarters slow re-
sponse 15 exacerbated by planning con-
straints imposed by the fmancial year
rather than seasonal harvest and hunger.
In relief most allocation decisions cannot
be pre-programmed so planned response
mecharusms are rare.

@ Political No wnformation, however
timely, accurate or relevant, can transform
power relations. Poor political relations
can damage the early warming response
process, especially in situations where hu-
manitarian relief 1s the only available re-
source, because relahons between donors
and governments have already broken
down. Links between war and famine in
much of Africa raises the political stakes of
EWS information and 1ts use.

@ Distance Derisions on response and re-
sources often take place thousands of mules
from where help 15 needed, with little ur-
gency Time-gsensitive information and the
need for rapid response make relief logis-
tics critical. Yet, most early waming and
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response systems are centralised and 1in-
tormation has to be collated to fit bureau-
cratic structures, underminung the under-
standing of local conditions in the EWS.

& Crisis-driven response Urgency de-
pends on indications that a crisis 15 under-
way, losing the benefit of early warning
Human stress ~ starving babies on prime-
time news — 15 most influential, even
though more malnutrition or mortality are
not early indicators, but signs of failure to
respond in bme. A vicious circle may re-
sult. If donors only respond to crises, those
trying to trigger donor response bid up the
situation’s sevenity, risking failure with
unfulfilled prophecies

@ Differing agendas Groups using early
warning information have divergent inter-
ests. Complex negonations berween the
mam groups, and the conditions under
which these take place, are central deter-
munants of whether and how information
15 used Donors may wish to munimise al-
location of scarce relief, or be reluctant to
provide it to some governments. Recipient
governments may seek to maximise food
aid. The same information may be mnter-
preted n very different ways. There is a
risk with delivery by foreign agencies that
wlentified areas of need may correlate
more closely with operational areas than
with evidence provided by the EWS.

® Accountability Potential famine wvic-
tims have yet to ask for an EWS or use its
information. Their capacity to make
preventive choices with such information
1s limited by lack of resources and access
to decision-makers. Governments have an
indirect interest in preventing farrune, but
1t is part of a wider political, social and
economic agenda; the absence of account-
able pelitical processes may make famine-
prone populations even more vulnerable.
Failure to heed early warning has costs and
benefits, such as the greater expense of
later achion, which governments assess at
arm’s length from starvation. Donor ac-
countability, restricted to northern domes-
tic politics and public opinion, may act on
behalf of famune victms, but these are
weak links, critically influenced by the
media. Attempts to improve account-
ability may be unrealistic. It cannot be as-
sumed that objectives are not being met;
for example, the use of food aid as a polit-
cal weapon by governments or donors
may well achieve their policy auns.

® Responsibility. Although responsibility
for famine prevention lies with national
governments, most African governments
will require additional resources from the
international community Democratically-
elected constituencies in the developed
world exert pressure on donors when
farmine appears on television, albeit inevi-
tably rather late. Despite a broad con-
sensus about the division of responsibility,
nstitutional memory is poor and those m-
volved bargain anew each time Condi-
tionality for emergency aid and control of
distribution is at the root of questions of

responsibility: governments want to de-
cide beneficiaries, while donors argue for
control. Better early warning information,
even 1if it provides data relevant for target-
mg, can do httle alone to address these
1ssues.
® Sustainability. EWS sustainability is
questionable, especially the cost-effective-
ness, utility and priority attached to them.
EWS are generally set up with donor fund-
ing, sometimes based on existing govern-
ment structures The implicit assumption
is that the government will eventually take
them over, but information systems — how-
ever useful - rarely head resource-poor
government’s agendas Cost-effectiveness
1$ troublesome determinimng direct costs 1s
faurly sunple, but opportaruty costs are
harder, and effectiveness cannot be fully
measured, given that many obstacles to
exploiting information are outside EWS
control EWS evaluations tend to be
Iimated to internal mechanisms, unrelated
to the response they do or do not trigger
The “economic” value of earlv warnng
information is highly problematic. Talking
of sustamability only in terms of cost partly
misses the point. Who “owns” the infor-
mation is critical to how it is used, and this
is a function of who funds the system.

Predicting famines is only a first step in
prevention. There 15 no guarantee that
more timely and accurate information will
be used. Early warning information is
something to be used in negoriations, not
an objective benchmark, so it cannot cut
through the conflicting interests which
surround famine relief decisions. Without
EWS, however, the process is even harder,
as decision-makers rely on informal as-
sessments which are often wrong, late and
incomplete. Systematic information about
farmine nisks is not redundant: EWS are a
necessary but msufficient precondition for
famine prevention. Constraints on mforma-
hion use cannot be tackled internally but oniy
within the political context of response.

What well-functioning EWS can do:
#® Provide time for improved decision-
making and remove the surprise element
of slow-onset disasters.
@ Indicate not simply that there is likely
to be a problem, but also what the nature
and scale of that problem will be and hence
what kind of response is appropriate
@ Through comparable data from differ-
ent countries (rarely available), they can
assist decisions about global allocation of
scarce relief resources.

What EWS cannot do:
@ Resolve conflicts inherent withun relief
provision and the dilernmas faced by deci-
ston-makers Such issues must be tackled
in their own right- information is most
likely to help this process 1f questions of
who owns information are put up front
® Create order in chaos. Response is often
not based on rational, systematic decision-
making, but on a subjective and unstruc-
tured process Too much information can
impede this process
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@ Solve endemic institutional weaknesses
or constraints in governments or donor
agencies EWS nsk providing information
that shows up weaknesses without offer-
ing solutions.

@ Address the fundamental conflict be-
tween nabonal sovereignty and owner-
shup of internationally donated relief re-
sources

Is EWS investment worthwhile?

Yes, the importance of improved ca-
pacity to prechct drought-induced farmunes
should not be under-estimated. Disinvest-
ment in EWS would mean a rapid return
to the situation of the early 1980s when it
was virtually inpossible to launch a timely
response for slow-onset disasters mn Africa.
There is little peint developing sophisti-
cated EWS unless issues of information use
are tackled. Many of these are to do with
the vested interests of different partes to
the response process Answers are not
easy; response improvements will chal-
lenge political, financial and institutional
relationships between donor and recipient
states. It is easy to set out criteria for more
efficient information systems for famine
prediction and prevention, but there are
policy issues to solve that tend to be politi-
cal not mechanical:

® Widen the early warrung remit. Food
and livelihood security monitoring sys-
tems, which can be used for many plan-
ning tasks, including famine warning, are
more consistently useful for Africa’s food
security planning needs

@ Reduce emphasis on national harvest
assessments. Without food secunty
reserves in-country, assessments at the end
of the growing season leave httle time to
respond to crisis. A phased response based
on earher assessment would help timely
achion

® Tap indigenous knowledge. Despite
methodological and operational difficul-
ties — fear of bias, extra resources, integrat-
ing local knowledge with existing national
data - participatory rural appraisal
methods can collect this information more
quickly and cheaply than conventional
surveys A simpler directroute mightbe to
develop methodologies based on key n-
formants with detailed knowledge of local
conditions.

@ Use local coping strategies as stress and
response indicators. Moenitoring is needed
of intensity of use; environmental and
economuic sustainability when intensity in-
creases; motivation for use; and effective-
ness in meeting food and hivelthood needs.
Thas formudable task 1s beyond the scope
of most EWS. Methodologies can, how-

Box 4.1 Looking into

By May 1994, Kay Sharp knew
things were going to be difficult in
1995, and sent home the first wam-
ings The short rains. normally be-
tween February and April, failed to-
tally in many regions. Some farmers
use these rains to plant and harvest
short-cycle crops, such as teff, wheat
and barley, and others plant the
longer-maturing maize and sor-
ghum. In some areas, farmers could
not plant at all

Running USAID's Farmune Early
Warning System (FEWS) in Ethio-
pia, Sharp made more reports
through the year and, even before
the official appeal was launched in
December 1994, the agency had
made its first pledges for 1995.

Respect for early warning in
Ethuopia 1s reflected by the number
of organisations that have their own
systems, including USAID, CARE,
Catholic Relief Services, Save the
Children and WFP. Most use similar
parameters production data, such
as status of food crops, pests, rainfall
and fertiliser use: then seed availa-
bility for planting and oxen for
ploughing and harvesang; finally,
market prices, purchasing power
and food supply

Sharp says: “If the harvest looks
good, prices should go down. And

Ethiopia’s future

if prices don't go down around har-
vest time, you know you have a
problem.” But with so much good
information, why did alarm bells
ring for months in 1994 before food
was sent to Ethiopia? Blame the
donor cycle, says Sharp. The na-
tional appeal cannot be launched
until the main harvest results are in
but it takes months from donor
pledge to local distribution, so this 1s
too late for timely provision of food

But 1994 had good news. There
were fears that the food cnsis would
turn 1994 into another 1984, with mil-
lions risking starvation. Journalists
hurned to Ethuopia looking for famine
victims They found very few “Forthe
first time, the system worked”, says
Allen Jones, WEP Ethiopia operations
director. What Jones calls the system -
the accumulated capaaty of agencies
working with rehef — staved off disas-
ter by procuring, transporting and
distributing almost one million tonnes
of food aid.

“Today we have an efficient gov-
ernmental  relief  organisation,
embodied by Relief and Rehabilita-
uon Commission (RRC) and the
Ethiopian Food Security Reserve,
We have donor interest, NGOs
working on the ground, good early
warning systems and a fairly experi-

enced UN organisation. It is not a
single one of these things but all of
them put together that comprise ‘the
system’. And 1t 15 among the main
differences between 1984 and
todav,” says Jones.

The Food Security Reserve is a
key element. Set up by the govern-
ment with strong donor support,
1994 was 1ts first functioning year,
allowing aid agencies to borrow
food until their shipments arrived.
Today, the Food Security Reserve
contains more than 200,000 tonnes.
According to Jones, there 1s no ex-
cuse now for late relef foed, pro-
vided pledges are made By Feb-
ruary 1995, Ethiopia’s prospects
were promusing. Bilateral pledges
covered more than 50 per cent of the
total impert requirements of
1,032,000 tonnes.

Even Jones does not exclude the
risk of another major famune: “My
main concernis that donors will start
to dismantle the systerm Another
good year, and they may lose inter-
estin Ethiopia. Pledges will stop, the
RRC, UN presence and donor repre-
sentation in Ethiopia will all shaink.
And then the big farmine will hit, and
we will have to start from square one
again.” [
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ever, be developed which sumplify infor-
maton collection: and which provide in-
formation for a range of planning tasks.
@ Promote appropriate mshtutional ar-
rangements Timely and appropriate re-
sponse often requures actions — pre-posi-
tioning resources, for example ~which are
inconsistent with donor agencies’ bureau-
cratic procedures and potihcal objectives,
A uniform institutional arrangement for
more effective national early warning is
not appropriate to all countries. Appropri-
ate arrangements cannot be divorced from
priorities of contingency planrung What-
ever national arrangements exist, donors
and agencies should not ignore or damage
them in the name of humanitarian objec-
tives

Institutional arrangements should be
sustained: a post-crisis flurry of activity
<an create over-ambitious structures, in-
stead of quute light structures that gear up
quickly when needed. Donors can support
institutional arrangements by better coor-
dinahng their own activities, and reducing
response time. Institutional amnesia needs
to be overcome, so lessons are leamt in
each famine cycle.

& Engagemnactiveand continuous contin-
gency planrung. Response options and
contingency plans must be drawn up as
part of the early warrung process and not
left until an emergency is underway. Con-
tingency planming is more than sunply
drawing up a document, and planning ca-
pacity must be continually reinforced. This
itples: traimng; field testing flexible re-
sponses 1 advance of emergencies;
designing “off-the-shelf” interventions for
use as necessary; updabng plans and
evaluating activities, and pre-positioning
or advance allocation of resources to en-
able thmely response Contingency plan-
ning must involve affected people.

® Develop and test flexible response op-
tions. If interventions are to succeed, plan-
ners should recogruse how local people
make choices: protecting future liveli-
hoods is as — if not more - important than
sustaining immediate consumphon above
the survival level Thuis would help reduce
the relief/development divide, for
example by ensuring that public works
create useful infrastructure. Flexible re-
sponse options must be designed with
local people. Potential methods of reinforc-

Box 4.2 Taking timely action against earthquakes

New technologies and historical rec-
ords are helping scientists give what
they hope will be better early warn-
ings of earthquakes and tsunamus,
including the threat of massive dis-
asters in northern India and south-
ern California.

While the number of earth-
quakes — as with other natural-trig-
ger disasters — is not nsing, the
human and financial costs and com-
plexities are growing fast because of
population increase, urbarusation
and industrialisabion

Japan’s Kobe earthquake had no
warrung. [t registered 7.2 on the
Richter scale, killed 5,000 peocple
and left many thousands homeless.
Rebuilding work may cost up to
CHF 60 billion, though business
losses could put the total econormuc
loss hugher

The high cost in lives and money
was 1n part due to a lower level of
preparedness than in “high-risk”
Tokyo, where earthquake exercises
are common, and also the traditional
wood and tile homes in Kobe were
more deadly because of fire and fall-
I MASONIy.

One successful short-term early
warnng system operating in Japan
is for tsunarms, the potentially de-
vastating wave of water caused by
undersea earthquakes, Four tectonic
plates meet close to Japan, causing
earthquakes as they grind together

A network of 150 seismometers
sends information to a central com-
puter at the Japanese Meteorological
Agency, which automatically gener-
ates a warrung caption via all nine
broadcast channels to appear almost
instantly on television screens.

On 4 October 1994, ints firstlive
test, a message was sent out five
munutes after a 7.9 magnitude quake
began off the north-east coast of
Hokkaido. The tsunami took an
hour to arnve, allowmng residents
time to evacuate. Only two hundred
people were slightly injured

Longer-term warnings - using
satellites, theories of tectonic move-
ment, information on rock rupture
strengths and histoncal records of
earthquakes — are being explored by
teams at the universities of Southern
California, Colorado and elsewhere

India’s tectonic plate 1s crashung
into and under Asia’s plateat2cma
year - the same speed as the no-
torious San Andreas fault - accord-
Ing to new measurements using the
Global Positioning System {GPS) of
satellites and ground stations.

GPS data suggests the plate mar-
gins are stuck along the Nepal-India
border. With no indication of a
major quake since British colonial
records began in 1650, and historical
accounts of disaster in 1255, energy
has been building up for 300 to 700
years.

Between 6 and 13 metres of slip
have been accumulated, the local
rock’s rupture strength is the equiv-
alent of 13 metres, so the earthquake,
if and when it comes, could be of
magrtude 8, or perhaps as hugh as
9.1, worse than almost any previous
quake

In southern California, which 15
moving north on the Paafic tectorc
plate past the Noorth American plate,
scientists have increased the as-
sessed risk for a magnitude 7 or
higher earthquake in the next 30
years from 60 per cent to 86 per cent

Using excavations, satellite
measurements and earthquake rec-
ords, the prediction rests on calcula-
tions of the accumulated strain in the
fault lines The 67 magnitude
Northnidge earthquake near Los
Angeles in January 1994 killed more
than 60 people

Because the Richter scale is loga-
rithmie, each single digtt increase in
magnitude means a ten-fold in-
crease in energy released, so an 8
magnitude earthquake releases 100
times the energy of a 6 magnitude
quake.

Among new theories which may
help give better early warning 1s one
from Japanese researchers which
suggests that weather, in the form of
high atmospheric pressure, may act
as a final trigger factor when stresses
are crifical u
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ing local strategies include. helping adapt
farming systems to drought with im-
proved seeds and other mputs, diversi-
fying production into household gardens;
water harvesting, sol and water conserva-
fion; measures to protect livestock produc-
tion and exchange, improved food storage;
and civersifying off-farm jobs and income
Systematic piloting of options in various
localities will show what works. Insutu-
tional and resource implications can then
be explored

@ Decentralise earl_v warning This can
take better account of local variations in the
food economy, be more sensitive to local
1ssues and recommend more appropriate
iterventions. Management of early warn-
ing mnformation is usually less cumber-
some if decentrahsed. Decentralised EWS
problems include standardising data, co-

ordination and providing too much detal
for decision- makers. Devolving denor de-
csion-making to country level means that
decision-makers are closer to what is hap-
pening, information interpretation is less
distorted, and there is usually a greater
sense of urgency. Decentralisation is 1m-
possible in a highly-centralised bureau-
cracy or if local personnel capacaty is in-
adequate. There is little sense in decentral-
ising early warmning and deaision-making
if control over resources and the capacity
to respond are not also decentrahsed.

@ Jointly-fund EWS Sustamnable EWS
used by all parties are most likely if jointly-
funded by donors and government, so
both have a stake. Where relations be-
tween donors and governments are poor,
cooperahon over information is less hkely
to succeed. Most African governments

Box 4.3 Early warning of epidemics

Epidemics offer their own early
warning signs, as the graphs of dis-
ease incdence curve up. In the
Newly Independent States (NIS), the
graphs signal problems.

Since 1989/90, a resurgence of
diphtheria has gathered pace,
mamly in the Russian Federation
and Ukraine The diphtheria
epidemic affected 35,000 people in
1991, a more than ten-fold increase
on 3,170 cases in 1990.

Russian cases were 80 per cent of
the total and those in Ukrame 16 per
cent. In 1993, Russia’s diphthenia
death rate was 10.15 per 100,000 (12
per 100,000 for 1 to 14 years; nine per
100,000 over 14},

More cases occurred n regions
with high population densities, and
10 per cent of cases were clustered in
psychiatric hospitals, pre-school in-
stitutions and large families. Health
workers, transport staff, homeless
people and alcoholics are at greater
risk.

Past high mimmunisatnion levels
have been falling In 1992, immumn-
sation coverage of infants was below
80 per cent in 25 of 70 Russian re-
gions, below 60 per cent in six re-
gions and around 45 per cent in Mos-
cow.

Apart from low immurusation
rates, the epidemics have been
linked to shortages of vaccines and
antibiotics, adults’” immunity gaps,
large population movements, doc-
tors insufficiently sensitised to risks
and need for proper diagnosis and
management, and publics poorly in-
formed about disease dangers and
immunisation benefits

In Ukraine., coordinated action
nationally and locally has already
slowed the spread of disease, but

Russia will need to act fast to contain
or reduce the number of cases

The Interagency Immunisation
Coordination Committee (ICC) has
been created as a forum for coordi-
nation of all international donor
agency and organisation inputs for
the NIS.

The International Federation,
with National Societies in every NIS
country, is an IICC member.
Through the Ukraine Red Cross So-
ciety and the Finnish Red Cross, the
International Federation is using an
ECHO grant for a major immunisa-
tion and diphtheria control pro-
gramme 1n Ukraine

WHO, which serves as [ICC sec-
retariat, has created a European
Diphtheria Task Force, which aims
to cut diphtheria inadence to pre-
epidernruc levels by 1996, and reduce
death rates to less than 2 per cent in
1995. The IICC has agreed that NIS
national plans of action should n-
clude.

@ management of diphrheria con-
trol;

® surveillance, from montoring of
vaccanation schedules to ideniifica-
tion of hugh-risk groups;

@ prevention and control, trom
management of close contacts, toim-
munisation of high-risk adults,

® social mobilisation and com-
munication with mass media train-
mg,

@ resources and logistics, from vac-
cine supply to cold-chain equip-
ment

Diphthena 1s only one of the
health problems affecting the states
of Eastern Europe and the former
Soviet Urnuon.

A study by UNICEF of nine for-
mer communist countries from Al-

bania to Poland suggests that the im-
pact of the political changes of recent
years has led to an extra one milhon
deaths, in addition to the expected
mortality  figures. Russia and
Ukraine are again the hardest hit.
They contain 71 per cent of the study
countries” population, but have suf-
fered 95 per cent of the excess mor-
tality.

Unlike other social upheavals,
which frequently affect the old,
young and women the most, in post-
communist Europe, young and
middle-aged men are most vulner-
able. The main causes of excess mor-
taiity have been heart and circula-
tory diseases, followed by infectious
and parasitic diseases, tfrom hep-
atitis to cholera and tuberculosis, but
murder, suicide and vehicle aca-
dents have also been important con-
tributors.

A range of studies of thus phe-
nomenon have identified a number
of contributory factors: economic
dislocation, leading to unemploy-
ement, poverty and stress; break-
down of health infrastructure, re-
duced subsidies and increased costs;
high levels of smoking, drinking and
fat consumption; poor housing and
environmental pollution.

While death rates climb, birth
rates are collapsing’ in Russia by 46
per cent trom 17 per 1,000 in 1987 to
9.2in 1993, in East Germany by more
than 45 per cent from 12 per 1,000 1n
1989 to about 6 5, in Poland by 20 per
cent and Bulgaria by 30 per cent

The reasons are complex, includ-
ing socal, psychological and eco-
nomic, from fears of future pros-
pects to the shortage of jobs |
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Figure 4.1 Epidentic carly warning:
Rise in communicable discase in the
NIS. Breakdozon of former centrally-rin
health services, combined with a sharp
increase i poverty in former Soviel
Union countries, has catised a crisis in

disease prevention. The incidence of

many diseases, sitch as diphtheria, is on
the increase and the Lfﬁi’(‘f may not re-
mann confined to the Newoly Independent
States (NIS) as viruses, disease vectors
and people travel across open land bor-
ders.

Source: World Health Organization

cannot bear the cost of early warning and
response, so donor support needs to be
long-term. A stronger case could be made
if the costs of not being prepared were
better known. With declining African aid
flows, systematic documentation of the
costs of emergency operations, compared
to those of effective early warning, would
strengthen the case for the latter.

The key resource

Information is now a key resource in
humanitarian assistance. Like people, sup-
plies and funding, information has to be
managed, targeted, planned for and evalu-
ated.

Humanitarian workers need to under-
stand that they play a critical role in feed-
ing information into the warning systems
in crisis and pre-crisis situations. They
have the potential to inform and use early
warning systems. They have the potential
to feed self-help and warning information
back to disaster victims and the destitute.

Timely warnings which are heeded
save lives. The sharing of analysis and in-
formation about potential crises improves
the likelihood of remedial action being
taken. Whether or not we realise this
potential depends on our commitment to
enhancing the unfettered flow of informa-
tion from those who have it to those who
need it. =
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The case-load of Diphtheria in the former Soviet Union
and the Newly Independent States
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