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I. INFORMATION AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

The purpose of the Inter-American Defense Board is to provide the OAS and its member states with technical and educational advice and consultancy services on matters related to military and defense issues in the Hemisphere in order to contribute to the fulfillment of the OAS Charter.

Its structure and operations take their inspiration from the principles of civilian oversight and of military subordination to civilian authority. 

The IADB also performs other specific functions, such as providing the OAS member states with technical and consultative advisory services on humanitarian assistance, disaster relief activities, search and rescue operations, etc. 

In addition, through its Chair, the IADB is responsible for the Inter-American Committee on Natural Disaster Reduction (IACNDR). Resolution AG/RES. 2182 (XXXVI-O/06) provided that the IACNDR was to fulfill the duties and functions of the Inter-American Emergency Aid Committee under the Inter-American Convention to Facilitate Disaster Assistance, and that, in addition, the IACNDR is the principal forum of the Inter-American system for analyzing issues related to natural and other disasters, including the prevention and mitigation of their effects, in coordination with the governments of member states, competent national, regional, and international organizations, and nongovernmental bodies. 

Furthermore, pursuant to OAS resolution AG/RES. 1885, the IACNDR has drawn up the Inter-American Strategic Plan for Policy on Vulnerability Reduction, Risk Management, and Disaster Response (IASP), which remains in force. 
II. ANALYSIS

With reference to the topic at hand, if we analyze the recent disasters that struck Haiti and Chile – with Haiti being a country devastated by poverty, even before the earthquake, and with Chile being a more developed country and better prepared for events of this kind because of its history – we can see that several common incidents occurred, in the same period following the disaster, and we should take those incidents into account and analyze them in order to prepare a diagnostic study to help identify the role that the OAS can play in disaster relief and humanitarian assistance, with a view to drawing up a proposal for action, ever mindful and observant of the OAS’s existing mandates in this area. 

· Identification of the problem

The common elements are related to the inability of any country to be entirely prepared for optimal and efficient action following the collapse and destruction of critical infrastructure, and their impact is more pronounced in cases of greater destruction and in cases in which the affected country is less prepared and has fewer available resources. They are: 

1. Problems with communications 

2. Shortages of water and fuel 

3. Lack of security 

4. Looting 

5. Electricity service breakdowns 

6. Collapse of hospital services 

7. Delays in getting assistance to affected populations 

In both these events, and as has systematically occurred on previous occasions, the affected national governments called on the armed forces to play a major role, it being critical for them to be the first to be deployed, along with other emergency units, to support, facilitate, and escort humanitarian assistance and, in addition, to provide immediate assistance in the transmission of information for assessing the disaster, which is of key importance in decision making: while it is true that other political or civilian bodies exist in well prepared countries, the availability, readiness, and duplication of resources of the armed forces cannot be denied, based on the following factors.

Because they are prepared for major responses, the armed forces have the training, capacity, and organization to provide immediate, effective, and swift support for all kinds of disasters, be it on an individual, joint, or combined basis. 

The armed forces and their supplies are part of a state’s general inventory of resources; consequently, they are always available to provide support, when so required by the nation, in accordance with the constitutional and legal rules, and they also have the general responsibility of subsequently reestablishing their operational capacity.

While the resolutions of the OAS General Assembly have not yet expressly addressed recognizing the contribution made by the armed forces, although they have recognized initiatives such as the “White Helmets,” “Simón Bolívar,” and others, the facts demonstrate that the armed forces’ contributions have been highly positive, providing governments and societies with humanitarian assistance and logistical support in activities such as the following:

· Maintenance of law and order through military control, when the police can easily be overwhelmed in such situations. 

· Secure air, maritime, and ground transportation to deliver aid. 

· Capacity for communications, command, coordination, and control.

· Protection and management of collection and distribution centers for medical supplies and donations.

· First aid. 

· Field hospitals: supply, management, and manning.

· Airlifting the wounded. 

· Controlling access/emergency routes.

· Support for search and rescue.

· Removing rubble and waste. 

· Repairing and restoring road infrastructure. 

· Damage and needs assessments. 

· Systematic situation reports. 

In addition, the capacity, flexibility, discipline, and training of the armed forces enables them to deploy and interact in coordination with other national or international organizations.
The IADB is able to maintain direct contact with the armed forces of a country facing an emergency, and, through the delegates of this international military organization, with the forces deployed in the operations area; the information it receives can be combined with reports from other organizations and agencies also in the area and, taken together, that information is of great value to the OAS in its decision making. 

III. RECOMMENDATION

We note the importance of the inter-American organizations working together in order to avoid duplications and to ensure cooperation that is more effective and efficient; to that end, we should begin to consider a change of strategies for providing rapid and effective assistance, an effort in which we believe that this forum should take the above comments on board and place the work of the armed forces in this area on a more official footing. 

In these two recent disasters in Haiti and Chile, the Inter-American Defense Board has demonstrated its capacity for providing the agencies capable of creating solutions with systematic and detailed information on the contributions of the armed forces, which is necessary for deciding on future and immediate actions; similarly, within the IADB approval was given for a working group to create a specialized web page covering military and national disaster-related capabilities, deposits, reserves, etc., along with a system for recording lessons learned that will enable the experiences of recent disasters to be used in dealing with future catastrophes.

One solution for humanitarian assistance within the OAS would be TO REACTIVATE THE REPORT OF THE 1ST WORKING MEETING OF THE IACNDR IN 2007 (chaired by GS/OAS), in which interest was expressed in having the Pan American Institute of Geography and History (IPGH) study the viability of creating a “map of zones or countries,” as indicated by a detailed analysis, which would enable identification of the agency or country to be given a specific responsibility for action in the event of a disaster.

Vessels have orders for abandoning ship in which each member of the crew must report to a given station and perform a specific function; a similar system can be established for when catastrophes occur, determining beforehand which country or countries have the capacity to deploy logistics and identifying them as responsible for that in each disaster, at all times in coordination regarding health issues and the enforcement of the PAHO’s Humanitarian Supply Management System (LSS/SUMA), the Red Cross in its areas, and other agencies. If those responsibilities are determined ahead of time, perhaps we will not be asking ourselves the same questions every time a disaster occurs, nor will we be making the same hurried mistakes.

Similarly, one lesson learned from the Haitian experience was the importance of national emergency plans specifying alternate headquarters for a country’s ministries, with proven communications that are not liable to saturation through reliance on landline or cellular telephones; this is a risk management measure that would ensure command and control over a national emergency during the initial hours of crisis.

IV. CONCLUSION


Finally, we believe that analyzing the viability of the Inter-American Committee on Natural Disaster Reduction (IACNDR), the Inter-American Strategic Plan for Policy on Vulnerability Reduction, Risk Management, and Disaster Response (IASP), and the Inter-American Convention to Facilitate Disaster Assistance, and adapting them in the new direction indicated by the Hyogo Framework (HFA), combined with the recent experiences in Haiti and Chile, are the way ahead to be followed and the pillars to be adopted in preparing for the process of diagnostic analysis that is the purpose of this Working Group.
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