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At the risk of preachi.ng t6 the converted,! will give you a few examples 

of some general lessons· OFDA has learned. But, chiefly, I ask you to 

recall your own experience. 

Fdr if you consider that we are all working towards.the same airn, albeit 

with different means,- you must _agree that for OFDA to do without the 

benefit of views from the ,field is arrogant and wasteful, and in any 

case tells only·. half of the story wich is no story at all.. So we welcome 

this chance to tell you of our needs of you and to initiate, perhaps, a 

more lively exchange of .information than in the past. 

'A 'Systernatfo approach to collecting, analyzing and indesing of lessons 

learned in .disaster assistance has been sadly lakking. It is perhaps 

.the .IT.ature of the work tbat doesn't make for a.great deal of reflection 

·and looking back. But with OFDA's current emphasis on preparedn~ss this 

is no ionger acceptable. 

In 1978, and in any other year, the question each of us must ask and 

answer is simply, "for me, here and now, what do~s it mean to be 

·1nte·lligent? 0 If for ·anyone in the disaster assistance or food aid 

process1 the honest and realistic answer includes ignoring present 

sources of information, then it is clear that there is some failure of fit; 

and if we are not scrupu~ous in our efforts to detect, analyze and correct, 

we are apt to be inept. 
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The system OFDA ·is developing right now aims to do two things. Serve as 

• a learning device, recording old and new lessons and eval.uatin.g 

old ones in view of more recent experiences and new policies. 

• ·answer such questions as how many times in the past have we 

tried x, Y and Z, and have •:found that it worked· or did not wo·rk. 

Irt talking to real and self-proclaimed experts in disaster. assistance, 

you may :nm into two lines of thought. "No disaster is like another. 0 
. 

"The same thing· happens over and over agai.n." Both may be true and 

falqe, but it is that kind of simplistic, muddled thinking that· gets us 

nowhere. Generalities do not help. It is only in the analysis of an 

event that we have a chance to learn and correct. ·systems require 

unde+standing users.· Lack of intelligent use is as disasterous as lack 

of system. 

·oFDA' s Lessons Lea;rned Systalll is a tool for management decisions. 

The purpose of the system is to provide information on likely .future 

perfo:pnance based on the historical record of.performance. The information 

is of two types. First, it provides wa~ing of consistent performance 

failu:r:es which have occurred in the past and must, therefore, be 

recognized as likely in the future. Conversely, it identifies those. 

performance areas where consistent successes have occurred in the past. 

Allow me to take you through the five basic elements which help to make. 

up the story of an event. You may wish to refer to the simple flow 

chart provided. OFDA's system describes a lesson to be learned in the 

·following way: 



.,.,"""" ; ' 

~., 

.LESSONS LEARNED FRAMEWORK 

earth f: quake· 

urban t 
· 1 

..µ 

LDC ti) 

winter 
t 

ro 

ti) 

_//{ pos~ti~:) 
---r--~~~1 ··-·""',./'''>---- ' . 

_,., ____ ~-
[---:-1 ~-------Cnegative) 

--1 I 

·- I L __ _ --

because ... 

.,....i 

l'"(j. 
--1 ·I' 

------.......... ----~----,.-..... -..--...---..-...... ~--1--~------~------~-----------..------.-----...... ..._ ....... r,._ ...... ,.__"~--~~ ............ ~~~~)l'Jf ,~~ ....... ~~ 

disaster 
context 

'll ' ' 

activity/ 
resource 

performance characteristics cause enhance/avoid 

N 
:J:;I. 

·. r' 
: 1 



(3) 

L Brief definition, :of the disa$ter context: where, what, when and how. 

·~· 
2. An activitx· undertaken or resource utilized in· some phase of disa$1:;EM': 

mitigation, preparedness, response or recovery. 

3. Your evaluation of the performance of that activity or resom::'ce ••• 

Slowly r eff.iciently t WaStefu,lly . • • • Which We decided tO rate along a 

conventional 5-point scale, from very pom: to very good. 

Of course, some other performance characteristics which might be rated 

.include such factors as self-help incentive, satisfaction to victim, 

assessment accuracy, control, etc. 

·4. The cause or reaspn why x performed poorly or well .•. because of some 

factors in donor management, host policies, ·culture •.• 

5. Yo.ur recommendat.ion for· enhancing ·the good performance characteristics 

and avoiding or ·altering the bad ones. 

-I-
To use a ·hYpotheical example, le.t us take the case of an earthquake 

I\ 

which might have occurred in the winter in a less developed countr.Y, 

. in an urban setting.. While any number of commodities or ~ervices 

were provided, for the moment we ~ish to learn how well we did in the 

delivery of tents and the problems encountered. 

On the positive side of the performance evaluation,. we know that·we did .. 

we:Ll: The tents housed 80% of the vic.tims, largely becauser of radio 

relay of information about camp locations; but, negatively, 
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delivery was slow which was mainly attributed to the fact that the host 

country insisted on using·its arnty trucks. The recommendations might 

. include working with the government to determine better alternati_ves for th~e · 

futute and to c.ontinue working on .improving the public. announcement system. 

The OFDA system will be. operational iB· D.ecembe:r.. The reason why we 

consider this systexn·a learning devi_ce .is that it will be subject to 

continual evaluation. As new material is added to the filer the earlier 

~econrmenQa.tions or 0 presc:riptions" are ·evaluated in l.ight of change in . 

. Policy or new insights gained. 

Tin:ting 

'A critical issue in disaster assistance is, of course, the timing of aid. 

Thi.sis a fundamental issue. How timely probably must come before how 

·Well. Otherwise we are a 1i ttle like the trapeze artist who bragged that 

everftJ.~ing in his act was perfect except his timing. Early Warning indicators 

of a variety of sorts can help us buy time. Our aim should be to anticipate· · 

the problem as much as possible· to avoid more costly forms of transport later. 

Stocks should be pre-positioned before the rains set in. It inay cost $2.00 

per pound to airlift food which is 10 times as much as· for conventional 

transport in the same situation. 

·As in all eme.rgency situations, we first check with those voluntary 

agencies operating in a given area to determine what supplies may be on 

.hand (later these can be replenished). In the· case of hurricane victims 

in the Fiji Islands in 1972 we found the nearest supplier in New Zealand 

which provided canned mackerel, non-Pl-480 flour and salt. PL480 Title lI 

commodities als.o mattered· later on ±n the relief effort. 
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This is no tixne to innovate; food provided should be what the peopie ar~ 

· acaustorrted to eat. The aim is for reassurance and quick return to normalcy. 

This means locally accepta.J:>le foodstuffs, locally purchased (or brought in 
, .. 

from neighboring countries}~ ·The shorter. the dista~ce, the fresher, cheaper 

.. • • At ti.mes neighbori.ng missions can assist in purchasing· from next 

. province, state. Logistics must be thought thro.ugh all 'the way to the 

place where the food is actual l.Y cooked. A common mistake·: someone :forgets 

.an element in the chain of ·absolute essentials. Everyone needs a pot, or a 

cooker, or fuel, or ••• Questions which need an·sweri.ng: How is the food 

distributed? Who decides who gets the food'l .Do people accept it as fai;r? 

How can tjle government do a means tes·t? What ·is the selection process? 

What is the relationship_of victims to those in surrounding neighborhood{ 

Who is qualified to recei."Ve free food? How long does one have to be 

homeless to be called homeless? What is the.impact of free distribution 

of food on trre conmiercial market? One of the most common mistakes is not 

to tell the victims how much food they are going to get and when. One 

· day or three wee.ks? 

. In Cyprus in 1974·restaurants were going broke since there were no tourists. 

Our advice to the government had ~een to in~oduce a voucher system td be 

used in restaurants as ration. s-tamps. They did not take the advice but 

proceeded to mass feed with big kitchens. Since class consciousness is 

strong, it surmises that poor people are not good enough to eat in 

restaurants -- we still think that m£9-litlhave been the better solution. 
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Need for mass cook~s presents special problems.. Institutional stoves· are 

too small. There is also the matter of fuel -- you don't want people to 

burn up the few trees that there may be the·re. · Wes Emery mentioned our 

stockpiles. They contain stoves which will be sufficient for 50 people 

each. In corobina tions of 2 they can feed up to 500 people with continuous· 

use and staggered meals. If you can keep the cooking to one meal of 

.groundnut stew, one simple meal, multiple two-stove units can work. 

In general, the following maX.ims hold: . the sooner you can end mass feed.ing, 

the better.. Free distribut~on of staple food is preferable to mass feecling 

given that the essential utilities exist. Water and food are always urgent. 

needs that can't be postponed. Governments usually do not have the funding 

authority. to respond promptly. Ergo 

l?L-480 funds.do not provide for ancillary supplies such as suga:r, salt, 

locally .available peppers, and other fresh vegetables. It is here that .the 

ambassador's discretionary fund -- the $25,000 authority -- can be used very 

effectively. .In picking up a th~e Mr. Raulle.rson· introduced in his opening 

statementr the rationale operating in most disaster situations could be 

<really quite -simple! how do I help meet the victim's ·disaster .created needs 

keeping: his ·short-range need in mind; an.a·· doing the · 1east harm· pjssible. in 

Project outreach ·is providing us with 100st welcome transpor.tation flll1ding, 

.but only for the purposes it was. intended for: landlocked countries. 

Consider for a moment this complex case wli.i.Gh lends its elf to analysis and 

a recommendation even if phrased in terms of "there ought to be a law!u: 

Th~re is an on-going drdught in some sections of ·a country; there is a 

FFP program throughout the country; th~ government is not declaring a 

drought emergency chiefly because the law requires .that funds be.relea~ed 
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automatically in case of an eme.~gency; the:t;'e i.~ GJ.n econom:tc c:dsi$ in the 

country; the volag delivering food has an agreement with the government in 

the regular program to transport food. There is no money available for 

transport. Where do you go for funding? 

There are many different ways of ef.fe<;!.tively recording and passing on 

knowledge. 

As these accounts kept by illiterates show, you don't have to be able to 

·read or write t~. -~eep. the . score .. 

tf)~tll 
The translation of the bottom row, for instat?-ce, would read:· Three days. 

after Ascension (the footprints left behind) 2 ·fir trees sold for 9 florins 

and 24 kreuzers, of which 2 florins have been received. 

Buhler-Oppenheim, Kristin. Signs, brands, marks. Teufen, Switzerland: 
Ve+lag Arthur Niggli, 1971, p. 94.' 
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Pictographs ai;e used chiefly as memory aids in passing on oral information .. 

This plan of a h~wker and.beggar in London is a guide for himself and his 

fellows. The signs have only local significance and usually mean somethi~g 

only to those. in the know. 
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LEGEND 

No Good, too poor and too sly 

Pious fo·lk, but all right on the whole 
•:· 

Hard cases,· over-exploited by too many }jegga:i::-s 

Stop -- if you have something they need, they will 
buy it front you. 

They are pretty experienced and smart, risky, be 
ready for a month in goal 

0 Steer clear, you can e.asily get caught. Mind the dog. 

·Go this way, it is better than the other way where. 
there is nothing to be had 

Effective? Yes., Universal? No •. 

op. cit. , · p. 44..,.4 5 
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A modern pict,agraph version of a lesson well learned for preparedness is the · 

~oi1owing drawing which helps to describe the in-country logistics capability, 

. here the main points of the transportation network -- when to effect tran.s·fer 

to maintain all safety levels downstream .. This is calculated on the basis 

of lead times, starting with the end user and backing up to the issll!£lnC::e 

from the central. warehouse.* 
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* Fred Cole~ Commodity distribution system: a prototype for the Sahel.. 

-----...- - - -----
MS. OFDA, 1976. 
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"We know from the diagram that there is a seasonal variance 
an.a. that eaqh z-oute and transfer point (save the RR) has 
associated with it a maximum and a minimum ntunber of days. 
If we ar:bitrarily state that the villages are .to be supplied 
on the first day of each quarter, the April quantity for 
this village will have to leave the regio~al warehouse on 
23 March (using maxim.um times) and will have to leave the central 
.warehouse 36 days prior to that. 

Smooti.'tlng out the di;eferent lead days from any transfer point 
to. multiple sites dowrt.stream is simply a function of using the 
longest intervening 1-ead time while taking into consideration 
·safety stock levels and stock positions as periodically reported. 

The.benefit of utilizing the distribution system itself as a 
logistics tuning device is simply to encourage continual feedback 
and the r~su1-tant visibility of variable factors." · 
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Downstream, of course, is used metaphorically referring to the flow of 

material and not to the flow of the river. Government speech, like any 

· speclaliz.ed· speech, is full of ambigu.i ties.· 

1Unbiguities in inter~retation at times cre~te interestingproblems. 

A nurse at the Waterbury State Hospital was in the yard 

walking a couple of patients who were recovering from 

mental problems. A passing bird dropped a calling card· 

on the bald head of one, .and the nurse, solicitous for his 

emotional balance, told him not to worry~"just stay 

right here and I' 11 go in the bU:ildi.ng and bring a piece o~f 

toilet. paper. " 

When she· had disappeared the old man said ·to his 

companion, "Ain't she a damn fool. That bird' 11 be a 

quarter a mil.e away 'fore she gets back,;" 

this might be considered a practical example of ambiguity in field emerg~nc-ie$. 

·. Common faults ~ ex:i.sting documentation 

·Th~se observations apply to both AID/Wand reports· from the field 

e . important elements missing (various reas.ons: ·data simply not 

available 'or it was not provided because the causes 

were too touchy, too complex, too embarassing, too 

"self-evident", too time-consuming to sort out) 

fJ alnbiguities 

@ inaccuracies 

•• imprecision 

I& cablelese 

A common problem with communications from the field is that too many 
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assumptions are made by the writer. One should not have to interpret a.cab.le 

This could mean a loss of 1-2 days •. Please keep in mind that OFDA personnel 

handling a given case one day may not be the ones who have to deal· with it 

another day. Duty· officers change weekl.y.· Caution also should be exercised 

· in punctuati:on in translati,on.s from do.cuments -· · commas and periods a:t;-e us~d 

... differently from l'anguage to language/ this is, of course,. important· :Ln 

nUtr\erical renderings too.. Currencies should always be converted to th~ 

dollax value,. or ·both values provided. 

The nature. 2!_· ~ !§.g_ system 

The success of an if!,formation storage and retrieval system can be evall.lated. 

by the user with the following criteria in mind: ·coverage, re.call, precision, 

time,. presentation aiid the effort it takes· to obtain the desired answer. 

The core cf an information. system is the index. This term covers all 

techniques and methods whereby coded information is stored away so that 

·relevant references on any subject can be retrieved and presented. An imter$e 

relationship exists between recall and precision. While performance of a 

·sy:::;tem is largely dependent on the decisions taken at the indexi.ng stage, the 

actua·i. per.fo:r:::mance in relation to a particular search can be effected l:)y the 

search strategy. If the search program is general, then high recall can be · 
. \ 

obtained; if the program is very specific, then. there will be a fall in the 

recall ratio but a rise in the precision· ratio. Rephrased: In a system 

where input is of high quality and indexing precise, the amount of relevan~ 

informat;i.on provided in ?:'espo.nse to any question will be inversely proportional 

to the specificity of the question. 
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But ·we need to know your side of past and current experiences. We need to 

become more intelligent in the use of man's.knowledge. Once this has 

become second nature and a· constant habit to the management of OFDA, we muS,t 

share that.with others with a need to know which should help to correct any 

misunderstandings al:>out an event and truly enrich the communication pr·ocess .. .. ,. 

In toniorrow afternoon's special interest session on disaster assistance we 

want to explore an appropriat.e mean$ for your r~cording, storing and pe.rhaps 

dissetninati..on of lessons learned. We want to learn of your experiences, 

. triumphs and fl;Ustrations in disa.ster preparedne.ss and relief... If a problem 

·was an extraordinary, isolated, unique event to your area, it may nevertheless 

. occlU' in some other area again. If, however, it is a constant everyday 

J;?henomenon, it merits at least equal .attention .. 




