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Summary

• About the Emergency Telecommunications Cluster (ETC)

• Traditional technologies

• The use of drones in disaster response

• Industry efforts - examples:
- GSMA Humanitarian Connectivity Charter

- Facebook Disaster Maps

• Importance of system integrity
• Recap



About the Emergency Telecommunications 
Cluster (ETC)
The ETC is a global network of humanitarian, 

government and private sector organisations 

working together to provide shared communications 

services in humanitarian emergencies.
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The Cluster approach in general aims to strengthen overall response capacity & effectiveness through: sufficient global capacity; predictable leadership; partners; accountability; and strategic field-level coordination & prioritization.




Cluster leads & responsibilities

Clusters are groups of 
humanitarian organizations, both 
UN and non-UN, in each of the 
main sectors of humanitarian 
action, e.g. water, health and 

logistics. They are designated by 
the Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee (IASC) and have clear 
responsibilities for coordination.
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The ETC is one of the 11 clusters. Why the cluster approach : 1) strategic field coordination and prioritisation 2) to fill gaps in operations (sufficient capacity established) 3) respond with partners 4) Predictable leadership and be accountable to the sector assigned 5) Provider of last resort.

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/about-clusters/what-is-the-cluster-approach




ETC services in disaster response

PREPAREDNESS 

SERVICES FOR 
COMMUNITIES (S4C)

DRONE
COORDINATION



Traditional tech for emergency responders

• HF and VHF radio

• Satellite phones

• Satellite-based SMS & tracking 

• BGAN (satellite data device) – highly portable

• VSAT (satellite data system) – dish / balloon

https://www.google.ws/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=&url=https://www.wort.lu/en/politics/partnership-signed-emergency-lu-to-support-migration-organisation-55a665df0c88b46a8ce5cb66&bvm=bv.126130881,d.cGc&psig=AFQjCNHK847-jYJMkD8Tmixbwiclf9g-7A&ust=1468302723912297
https://www.google.ws/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=&url=https://www.wort.lu/en/politics/partnership-signed-emergency-lu-to-support-migration-organisation-55a665df0c88b46a8ce5cb66&bvm=bv.126130881,d.cGc&psig=AFQjCNHK847-jYJMkD8Tmixbwiclf9g-7A&ust=1468302723912297


Last mile – communicating with the public 

• Broadcast radio

• SMS / text messaging

• Siren & PA systems

• Television

• Social media (eg. Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp)

• Hotline 

• Community internet hotspots

• Phone (landline, mobile)

• Low-tech (eg. church bells)



• An unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV), commonly known as a drone, is an aircraft without
a human pilot aboard.

• The use of drones is rapidly expanding to commercial, scientific, recreational,
agricultural, and other applications, such as humanitarian emergency response
operations.

Drone technology 
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https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/sci-tech/-dronefrontier_how-drones-are-transforming-humanitarian-aid/44141254 :
As UAVs are increasingly deployed in disaster situations, which tend to be chaotic and characterised by limited access to resources, the need for universal guidelines and streamlined workflows is becoming more pressing. Using drones in humanitarian contexts requires the expertise and capacity to analyse large volumes of aerial image data. Air traffic management and data privacy issues present their own host of regulatory and ethical challenges.

“The real big deal here is that these platforms can be made with greater autonomy than ever before. And frankly it’s a one-way street: things are not going to get less autonomous in the months and years to come.” -Patrick Meier



An Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV), also known as remotely piloted aircraft (RPA) or 
“drone” is a small aircraft that can fly by remote control or autonomously. 

Types of drones



• Drones are rapidly emerging as a useful tool for addressing the needs of people in
humanitarian crises.

• As prices drop and the technology becomes easier to use, barriers to their use are
reducing.

• Immediate UAV assessment allows for a diverse portfolio of rapid planning
applications that are now being used in humanitarian disaster response.

Why drone technology?



Uses for drones in emergency preparedness & 
response (EPR)

Source: FSD – Drones in Humanitarian Action Report 2016 
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Drone services in emergencies
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Challenges of drones
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UAV coordination model

The ETC has been 
working to develop a 

humanitarian UAV 
coordination model 

for disaster response.



Humanitarian Connectivity Charter - GSMA

An initiative from the mobile network industry to 
enhance support in times of disaster.
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https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/mobile-for-humanitarian-innovation/



Humanitarian Connectivity Charter - GSMA
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Facebook Disaster Maps

• As more people connect and share on Facebook, Facebook data is able to provide insights to 
help humanitarian organizations fill crucial gaps in information during disasters.

• When people use the Facebook app with Location Services enabled, their latitudes and 
longitudes are received at regular intervals. This geolocation data, when aggregated and de-
identified, can provide insights after a disaster.

• Facebook dataset types may include people movement and density, and FB safety-check 
information collected post disaster. 

• The Facebook Disaster Maps concept was launched in 2017 and is a product that Facebook is 
developing.

• This is an example of the use of big data.
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Facebook disaster maps provide information about where populations are located, how they are moving, and where they are checking in safe during a natural disaster.



Technology does not stand alone. It must be 
accompanied by trained people, supporting 

processes, and an overall plan.



System integrity is critical

Friday 7 April 2017:

• 156 sirens
• 11:42pm on a Friday night

• 90 minutes of ringing before sirens were manually deactivated.



System integrity is critical
Friday 13 January 2018:

• 38 minutes before the message was revoked
• Caused by human error – confusing user interface

• The process for issuing alerts has now been revised.
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Indonesia tsunami 2018: “The disaster has highlighted the weaknesses of the existing warning system and low public awareness about how to respond to warnings.”



Building blocks: people, processes, technology



Haiti – emergency telecoms coordination
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Resilient infrastructure eg. MNO networks.
Resilient communities.



Thank you!

Salma Farouque: salma.farouque@wfp.org

Emergency Telecommunications Cluster (ETC)

United Nations World Food Programme (WFP)

mailto:salma.farouque@wfp.org
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