Determining the Primary and Secondary roles of all likely participants 

in implementing Disaster Management

By Henk van Elst, Disaster Management Consultant

1. Introduction
Disasters affect most, if not all of the following critical resources and services :

· Communications

· Roads, railways, bridges and storm water systems

· Water and electricity supply

· Housing 

· Health related and medical services

· Supply and/or availability of food

· Educational facilities and services

· Airports, harbours and shipping

       Depending on the severity of the damage or interruptions caused, development 

       of a country or region could be restricted, or even worse, halted, until such

       resources are renewed or repaired. The damages could, however, be so severe,

       that restoration is beyond the financial capability of those requested to assist, or 

       those responsible for attending to it. This in turn, compounds the negative impact

       over time, as the essential infrastructure not available will restrict service

       delivery, production, exports, economic growth, providing general assistance to

       those directly affected (and those most at risk) and thus hampering the need for

       and drive to address poverty. 

             This, as an example, is to a great extent the scenario that has developed in 

       the Northern Province and the initial losses, due to the disaster caused by the

       floods, are and will be mounting, until the adverse consequences have been

       successfully addressed.

       Although the negative power of natural phenomena such as floods and droughts,

       cannot be prevented, the impact they have on communities, resources and
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       infrastructure, can at least be mitigated. To succeed with this, all Departments

       need to become pro-active and also take ownership of their roles and functions

       within the Disaster Management field.

       To accommodate this, it is proposed that the following 8 steps be considered, to

       ensure that all role players can participate meaningfully.    

2.
Step 1

Understanding the functions of Disaster Management and



primary/secondary roles


           To commence the process towards inclusivity, eliminating

                                      misconceptions, addressing mistrust and ensure willing and total



            participation, all must know what Disaster Management is and is not.



            Too many wrong ideas, rumours and the incorrect application and



            utilisation of Disaster Management and Disaster Management 

                                      personnel, has clouded the function and in many parts of the country,



            succeeded in doing untold harm, even to the extent of effectively



            stopping it from performing any meaningful role. It is thus critical that



            this be rectified, if we want to get all on board.



            All must be made to understand that Disaster Management does not 

(a) duplicate normal Local Government functions;

(b) act independently of Local Government;

(c) control or attempt to control other departments;

(d) prescribe how other departments must do their jobs;

(e) perform line function tasks

The same role players must also accept that Disaster Management facilitates

             and co-ordinates the use of material and human resources and expertise, of

             all services and organisations, in order to ensure the cost effective 

             implementation of all disaster management functions and principles 

             throughout the disaster management continuum.
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All departments and role players must then be made to understand that they 


have one or more primary functions that they do on a day-to-day basis, that


need to be continued with after a catastrophe has occurred, or that needs to

be intensified during the implementation of a (joint) mitigation, prevention,

preparedness or awareness project. This applies to Health, Engineering, Fire

Fighting, Finance, Traffic, Transport, SAPS, SANDF and any other 

service/discipline you want to add to the list. (As long as all have been

identified and will be participating). They are experts in their respective fields.

That expertise that they apply on a day-to-day basis is one of the primary

roles.  

The secondary roles are those functions that each role player identifies and

accepts, as supportive to other primary functions, should the latter require

additional help (and the supporter’s primary function is not required). A few

examples could clarify the meaning of primary/secondary roles.

The identification, acceptance by all and the taking of ownership cannot

succeed if each undertakes this in isolation.

3.
Step 2

Identification of primary and possible secondary roles by



each discipline



Now that all know the role of disaster management and what is 

meant with primary/secondary roles, each service/discipline should

now workshop this amongst themselves, for the various phases

within the disaster management continuum.

Each primary and secondary role identified should be listed, with
explanatory notes. The latter is necessary as all other role players

must have insight into all lists (and be able to understand the 

reasoning), which is the 3rd step in the process.
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The listing should ideally be reflected for each phase in the

continuum. 

4.
Step 3
         Joint workshop between services/disciplines


          Prior to this workshop, the completed listings by each participating



          group must have been forwarded to disaster management. The



          latter distributes complete sets to all, for studying and discussing at



          the workshop.



          Any disagreement must be sorted out here, as there can ultimately

                                   only be one primary role player to take charge of each identified


         function, should such action need to be undertaken.



         Secondary roles, in support of the primary roles, will have to be 



         performed under the control of the primary role player.



               Any special conditions and/or requirements must also be 



         resolved at the workshop.

5.
Step 4
        Identifying external organisations (private/NGOs) that


        could be in support of primary functions (and workshopping


        their roles)



        It is advisable to attend to “outside” undertakings, as a separate entity,



        as the proverbial “fur could be flying” amongst the various Government 

        level role players, before agreement is reached. One would like to have

        openness and frankness amongst the primary role players and this

        could be inhibited if “outsiders” are present.

        The external organisations should similarly, list their secondary

       (supporting) functions under the various phases of the continuum, once

        the purpose and concept has been understood and accepted. 
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         In some cases an “outside” organisation could be identified for a

         primary role, if the function identified cannot be performed by a

         government level department, for whatever reason. This should

         ideally be limited, as this could complicate effective co-ordinated

         action between services (that are more likely to be used to, in some 

         form or other, having worked together).

         The lists are then consolidated by disaster management and 

         forwarded to the relevant (likely) primary role players, to be included

         in their resources list, for the next step to be completed.

6.      Step 5
Agreement on primary and secondary roles/functions

This should be a formality, once steps 3. and 4. have been completed.


At this stage it could, however, be the first time that all identified


potential role players are together. This opportunity should, accordingly


be used to get to know each other better and should only require minor


changes to what was sorted out in the previously proposed steps.

7.      Step 6
Accepting ownership of primary roles/functions and

ratification by relevant Authorities

Formal ownership of the agreed upon primary functions must be


taken by the relevant players. This must be ratified by the relevant


authorities/decision makers.


      Should problems arise with the ratification, further discussions


between the role players may be necessary. No uncertainties must

be left unattended, as this could well make the whole exercise

meaningless.


Copies of written ratification must be forwarded to a central point.


It is proposed that the ideal for this, would be disaster management.
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8.      Step 7

Compiling lists of key contacts for each primary/



secondary functions



For each a contact name and alternative must be provided, to a




control point (disaster management). They, in turn, forward a list to




each primary role player, for its identified supporting services. This is




necessary as many projects will not require any co-ordinated action




by disaster management (bar being notified of for instance, a project




addressing certain mitigation issues that had been identified, or a




major inoculation exercise, as part of a prevention drive).

9.      Step 8

Revision/updating



If this, like any other planning exercise, is a “once off”, it will serve

little purpose.




At least once a year, complete data sheets reflecting the relevant




primary role player information and those in support, should be




forwarded to that role player. Similarly, the data for each supporting




role player should be forwarded for checking and updating, to the 




relevant role players.




Any changes between the total annual check, must receive




immediate attention.




The annual exercise could culminate in a get-together, as part of




good inter personnel relation building and the strengthening of ties.

10. Why this is an integral part of the total planning process
For any plans to be successful, the following needs to be addressed and the

identification of primary and secondary roles and the ratification of ownership

thereof, is a key link in that process  :

· Clarity of aim
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· Realism

· Acceptable levels of planning

· Flexibility

· Defining responsibility

· Ease of use (simplicity)

· Co-ordination

I would like to expand on one of the seven points and by doing so, refresh the

memories of those delegates present today, who attended the conference in 


Warmbaths some 5 years’ ago  :  The importance of a co-ordinated approach, of


which the proposed identification of primary/secondary roles, is a prime example  :

10.1 Absence of co-ordination
This would result in all, or some, as a combination of the following –

#
Extended hardship

#
Increased costs

#
Prolonging of the relevant continuum phase

#
Uncertainty and potentail (increased) instability

#
Wasted resources

#
Fall of the Government

#
Avoidable community bitterness/resentment

#
Unacceptable levels of chaos that could have been prevented

#
Duplication of services

#
Depression and low morale amongst workers

#
Delays with the implementation of (essential) projects

#
Hesitancy to grant (future) international aid/investments

#
Potential for mistrust and interference

#
Possible break in continuity
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10.2 Factors impeding co-ordination
· The tendency to wish to remain autonomous (within the same group)

· Commitment to professional ideologies and work autonomy

· Differences in resource and technological needs between organisations

· Fear of the loss of identity

· Fear for the re-direction of (scarce/limited) resources

· Possible differences in benefits vs.  costs to operate on a co-ordinated basis

· The continuous increase in the number of available organisations that could provide assistance/input

· Depending on the type of pro-active or re-active measures, political affiliations of groups

· Extensiveness of area to be covered

· Breakdown in-  or inferior communication systems/networks

· Failures in previous (or similar) co-ordinated action that could lead to a reluctancy to participate

10.3 Factors that aid co-ordination
+
Shared or overlapping leadership

+
Common threat

+
Shared goals/expectations

+
Similarity in functions or needs

+
Diversity of roles and/or interests

+
Having participated in joint exercises/workshops

+
Having successfully worked together before

+
Acknowledging expertise

+
Giving recognition after previous successful joint operations
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10.4 Benefits of co-ordination
· Minimum duplication of services

· Better utilisation of (scarce/limited) resources

· Minimum financial strain

· Better understanding of others’ roles

· Reduced fragmentation of services

· Better continuity of actions

· Higher morale amongst workers and communities

· Greater public support and legitimacy

· Minimised disaster impact and a speedier recovery

· Improved international respect and recognition

11. Conclusion
If we want to succeed with Disaster Management, this is but one activity that

will have to be undertaken. 
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