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PROBLEMS OF DISASTER RELIEF
RED CROSS ACTIVITIES AND THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL

RELIEF UNION

I

INTRODUCTION

Within a short time Red Cross Societies and Governments will 
be faced with the necessity of defining their relationships and of 
preparing to undertake the duties which will devolve upon them 
through the constitution of the International Relief Union provided 
for in the Convention of July 12th, 1927. A review of the problems 
of disaster relief, and of the methods which Red Cross Societies have 
evolved in dealing with them, would seem appropriate at this time 
in studying the future programme of the Red Cross and in determining 
the rôle and activities of the International Relief Union. For the 
Union, when constituted, will not only have the experience of the 
Red Cross at its disposal but will also have the same problems to 
meet in working out the procedure that will .be necessary to permit 
it to function as a practical means of assuring efficient coordination 
of future international relief operations.

Any catastrophe which strikes a nation menaces the health and 
happiness of the afflicted people in direct proportion to its gravity. 
In such cases, all organized governments recognize their responsib
ility and duty to bring efficient and instant aid to their people not 
only from the humanitarian point of view, but so that the économie 
and political life of the nation will not be permanently impaired.

For a long time, states have depended for this aid primarily on the 
efforts of private organizations, first, because of economic reasons 
and second, because these organizations have been prepared to render



efficient aid where most governments have had no definite machinery 
for dealing with the unusual conditions resulting from disasters.

The Red Cross has been called upon, because of its type of organ
ization, of its traditions and the trend of development which its 
programme of activities has taken, to intervene whenever large 
numbers of people have been stricken by some sudden calamity. 
Its fundamental task has been that of furnishing indispensable aid 
in caring for the sick and wounded in time of war. In preparing for 
this task a living organization of trained personnel has been necess
ary; a personnel consisting of a well-organized reserve of nurses, 
first aid workers, etc. Their training, which is not only technical 
but humanitarian, makes them eminently well-fitted to render service 
in time of disaster. The Red Cross has therefore been officially recog
nized by national law, in many countries as the agency to organize 
relief in time of disaster.

Through long experience in the fulfilment of this disaster relief 
task and the knowledge gained, the national Red Cross Societies 
have already developed a considerable technique, a technique which 
with each improvement enables the societies more quickly to alleviate 
suffering and more surely to overcome the possibility of the severe 
-economic and social consequences which are bound to follow when 
large groups of peoples are stricken by disaster and the situation is 
not properly handled.

In determining the circumstances requiring international inter
vention the Red Cross has considered such action necessary when 
a calamity disorganizes and breaks down the social and economic 
life of a community, nation, or a group of nations, to such an extent 
that the basic needs of the afflicted people surpass the available 
national resources.

The resources which a National Red Cross Society is able to muster in 
case of disaster are usually sufficient to enable the people of an afflicted 
community to make a quick recovery. If, however, the disaster is 
so widespread and severe, as to make it impossible for a nation to 
care adequately and immediately for the basic needs of its own people, 
it must be considered an international disaster and other nations 
should then co-operate in bringing relief to the stricken peoples.
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IL

SITUATIONS RESULTING FROM DISASTERS 

In general, disasters may be classified in the following categories :
1. Avalanches.
2. Cyclones, tornadoes and typhoons.
3. Drought.
4. Earthquakes.
5. Epidemics.
6. Famines.
7. Fires.
8. Floods.
9. Insect plagues.

10. Landslides.
11. Tidal waves.
12. Volcanic eruptions.

Because of peculiar national climatic, physical or social conditions, 
certain types of disasters are more typical in some countries than 
in others. Thus in thickly populated areas where drought is prevalent, 
famines are of frequent occurrence. In some countries, destructive 
winds, floods and fires are prevalent. In others, earthquakes and 
volcanic eruptions are the most frequent. Each Red Cross must 
develop a relief organization designed to cope with the consequence 
of the types of disaster of most frequent occurrence.

I I I .

GENERAL TYPES OF RELIEF REQUIRED

Though the types of disaster differ there are only four primary 
emergency needs to be met. These are always food, medical aid, 
clothing and temporary shelter.

The importance of these four kinds of relief varies with the type 
of calamity. When the population receives advance warning of an 
impending catastrophe and is able to evacuate its homes, there will 
be very little need, if any, of medical first aid or clothing. Food and 
temporary shelter will then be the relief most needed. After sudden 
catastrophes, like hurricanes, avalanches, tidal waves, etc. there 
will always be need of all four types of relief. Of first importance 
is medical first aid and rescue work and in cases of widespread loss
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the survivors will have to do much in the way of first aid. Most 
Red Cross Societies have recognized this fact and through first aid 
courses made available to local communities, citizens are trained 
to function in time of emergency, pending the time that sufficient 
medical aid can be brought from surrounding territories.

The problems involved in organizing relief will vary among peoples 
depending on their habits and the climate. The methods to be used 
in providing and transporting relief materials to a stricken territory 
will also differ with varying conditions. It is therefore impossible 
either to lay down any general rules which will apply in all cases, 
or to present in a short report a complete analysis. A few examples 
will suffice however to illustrate in a general way the problems involved 
in organizing the four types of disaster relief.

1. F o o d .

The methods to be used in feeding large groups of disaster victims 
vary with the needs. In some cases the affected populations 
are only temporarily without food and will within reasonable time 
become self-sustaining as in case of tornadoes, earthquakes, etc. 
but often the normal food supply will be lacking for a long period 
of time, as in famines, or in cases of catastrophes such as floods which 
make it impossible to raise the usual crops.

The problems arising from temporary feeding are comparatively 
simple. At the time of the Missouri-Illinois-Indiana tornado in the 
United States, for instance, Anapolis, Missouri, a town of nearly 
1,000 people was completely destroyed. Only two houses remained 
habitable. A tent kitchen was erected and meals were served to the 
general population for three days. As soon as tents and stoves were 
issued to the families, each did their own cooking and in most cases 
were able to buy their provisions as the available food supply re
turned to normal almost immediately.

Since the feeding lasted for so short a time, no great attention 
was given to balancing the diet scientifically and no effort was made 
to set up dining-rooms. People simply filed past to receive their 
rations and remained standing while eating.

On the other hand, great care must be taken when feeding is to 
last over a long period to obtain the advice of nutritionists, medical 
men and nurses. Attention to the calorie and vitamine content and 
even special diets for some people become necessary if the general 
health of the disaster-stricken community is to be preserved.

The American Red Cross has for example prepared and sent to 
all its Chapters eight charts dealing with the question of feeding in
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time of disaster. The first three relate to the feeding of babies, child
ren and adults according to age, for a short period. The last five are 
more technical and are to be used under the guidance of a trained nutri
tionist. These last not only deal with the kinds of foods necessary 
for a balanced diet but give the exact amount of raw products necess
ary to feed a certain number. These have been prepared under the 
supervision of competent medical authorities.

Furthermore, in cases of chronic lack of food, methods of pur
chasing and transport become an important problem. In countries 
where means of communication by road and rail are in good condi
tion, the problem is, of course, simplified. During the Mississippi 
floods, a central purchasing agent bought all foodstuffs. These were 
stored at convenient centres from which they were distributed to 
the various refugee camps. Each refugee camp had its storehouse 
for raw products.

In the recent famine in Albania, however, conditions differed 
considerably. The Italian Red Cross established a base at Scutari, 
which was the nearest centre to the affected area. The people came 
over almost impassable mountain passes on foot to secure their rations.

As has already been mentioned, the American Red Cross found 
it practical during the Mississippi floods to purchase most supplies 
through one central office. This was made necessary because of the 
impossibility for most camps to buy locally. Red Cross Societies, 
however, often buy such supplies as are available locally as this is 
usually simpler and helps the community to re-establish its 
economic stability.

Pending the opening of soup kitchens, the Bulgarian Red Cross 
found it necessary to send large consignments of bread, flour and 
grain, etc. into stricken territory during the recent disastrous earth
quakes. Afterwards, however, supplies were, whenever possible, 
bought locally.

The best methods of establishing and organizing hygienic soup 
kitchens and dining-rooms for long-period feeding have also been 
worked out by many Red Cross Societies and the best types of sanitary 
cooking and feeding equipment have been thoroughly studied.

2. M e d ic a l  A i d .

Since the general health of an affected people always has a tend
ency to break down under the stress of strange and difficult living 
conditions, Red Cross Societies have always recognized the primary 
importance of medical service.

First aid instruction, which gives the general public an elementary
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knowledge of emergency measures based on medical authority, is 
carried on by virtually every Red Cross Society. The students are 
thoroughly trained in all methods of life saving and in time of emer
gency are able to act efficiently and instantly. The development 
of such first aid training, while almost universal and based on the 
same fundamental principles, has assumed different forms in the 
various countries.

Another important adjunct in the field of medical aid is the nurs
ing service. In many countries nurses are trained under the auspices 
of the Red Cross Society and can be relied on instantly in case of 
disaster. It is no unusual occurrence to mobilize a large group of 
Red Cross nurses in three to four hours. In many countries the nurse 
is trained also in public health and in time of disaster is of great 
aid to the medical profession in improving general health 
conditions.

The advice and co-operation of the medical profession is indispens
able in time of disaster. The American Red Cross has a disaster 
relief medical department in charge of a doctor. The chief duties 
of this department, in time of disaster, are:

1. To organize hospitals, first aid stations, etc.
2. To co-ordinate the activities of the nurses.
3. To issue instructions to disaster sufferers concerning 

sanitary measures.
4. To plan and carry out measures to reduce dangers of 

epidemics through vaccination, inoculation, regular analysis 
of drinking water, disinfection of débris, etc.

5. To arrange co-operation between local, state and national 
health officials.

This department is, of course, responsible to the Director of 
Disaster Relief.

At the time of the Florida hurricane, which affected 25,000 families 
over an area of 300 square miles and in which there were many minor 
flesh wounds caused by flying débris, only one case of tetanus 
resulted. This was the result of a very intensive publicity campaign 
in which everyone with any skin abrasion was impressed with the 
importance of having it treated at the Red Cross health stations. 
In all the disasters handled by the American society, no epidemic has 
ever spread among the disaster sufferers.
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3. Cl o t h in g .

It is seldom th a t disaster victims can save much clothing in 
case of sudden disasters such as tornadoes, tidal waves, etc.; in these 
cases the instant need of clothing becomes acute. On the other hand, 
in case of burning cities and other catastrophes where the people 
have time to leave their homes in orderly fashion, the need of clothing 
is less immediate. Here again, the problem differs according to season 
or climate.

There are various means which Red Cross Societies use to supply 
emergency clothing. Roughly we may classify these in the following 
categories:

Buying new clothes ready made.
Buying large amounts of material with which volunteers 

make garments.
Keeping clothing cupboards filled.
Organizing “ old clothes drives’’.

The buying of ready-made garments is the method least used 
because it is most expensive. However in special emergencies it is 
necessary. The Japan earthquake of 1923 created especially serious 
problems, for not only was incredible damage done by the earth
quake but fire completed the destruction. More than 3,000,000 people 
were without shelter, and a serious lack of food and clothing occurred. 
The American Red Cross shipped 200,000 pieces of new underwear 
and 300,000 pairs of stockings as the need for clothing was so pressing 
th a t slower, more economical, means were not feasible.

Thousands of dresses and garments were later made by women 
of America with the material furnished by the Red Cross. In a case 
like this, a central administration is necessary which can issue mater
ials, give suitable directions for making the garments and receive 
them when completed at a central point, for packing, storage and 
shipment.

The keeping of clothing cupboards is a suitable Junior Red Cross 
project. The real purpose is to collect clothing so that the needs of 
poor children can be met without delay. The children usually make 
garments in their sewing classes and donate them to the cupboards. 
In case of emergency, it is possible to collect such clothing from all 
Junior circles. In countries whose Juniors adopt this as one of their 
projects, the Red Cross Society often depends on their co-operation 
in time of need.
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The method of collecting old clothes is probably the one most 
used. A central national administration is needed in this case to 
supervise the collection, disinfection, remodelling and shipment of 
clothing collected. The American Red Cross has made several national 
appeals for worn garments. Each chapter is asked to participate and 
definite instructions as to the types of garments, shoes, etc. are 
given, with directions as to packing and shipping.

When used clothing is received at Central headquarters, it is 
usually roughly sorted into men’s, women’s, girls’ and boys’ groups. 
It is always necessary thoroughly to sterilize it. During the recent 
Mississippi floods, over 45 carloads of clothing were collected and 
distributed by the American Red Cross.

The large fund of experience which Red Cross Societies have 
gained in supplying and distributing clothing in time of need, has 
enabled them to develop the organization and methods necessary 
for supplying clothing rapidly and economically to disaster victims.

4. H o u s in g .

Except in case of drought, famine, epidemic and insect plagues, 
there is no type of disaster which does not call for furnishing either 
temporary or permanent shelter and it is one of the problems most 
difficult of solution, because of the difficulty of transport of material, 
of the necessity for special personnel for its erection into habitations 
and because of the cost. Nevertheless, it is almost always necessary 
to solve the problem quickly especially in cold climates. There are 
several ways of giving refugees shelter:

1. Installing them in public buildings.
2. Ruilding large barracks with individual living quarters

for each family.
3. Establishing tent colonies.
4. Issuing building materials and instructions for erection

to refugees and permitting them to build their own 
temporary shelters or barracks.

5. Evacuating refugees to homes of friends and relatives.
6. Using ships as temporary housing quarters.

In all cases of housing, the primary consideration is public health. 
The ground is always selected with care so as to provide good drainage; 
proper drinking water is within easy reach and other sanitary measures 
are always carefully supervised by an expert in such matters.
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Installing refugees in public buildings is the method least used 
by Red Cross Societies and when used is only a temporary measure 
as it has been found dangerous to public health to put large groups 
of people in one shelter. Furthermore, it has been found better to 
group families in their own living quarters, as otherwise family life 
has a tendency to break down under the unnatural and difficult 
conditions resulting from the calamity.

In the Japanese earthquake of 1923, the first measures were to 
use all available public buildings for refugees. As soon as the govern
ment could commandeer and collect material, this was allotted to 
refugees who built temporary shelters where they wished (usually 
on the site of their ruined homes). Immediately afterwards, temporary 
barracks were erected and refugees were systematically housed. 
W ith the approach of the rainy season, re-roofing and raising of 
floors was carried out at considerable expense. The temporary quar
ters were abandoned as soon as refugees could settle themselves 
permanently. Those refugees having relatives in the provinces were 
evacuated free of charge, the government being anxious for as many 
as possible to leave until some sort of order could be brought about. 
Thus in this disaster, four different methods of housing were used. 
First, use of available public buildings and residences; second, allow- 
ing refugees to erect temporary shelters with material furnished by 
the government; third, erection of barracks in a systematic manner; 
and, fourth, evacuation of refugees to unaffected areas.

The use of boats for housing a population is also only a temporary 
measure, as the same danger to public health and family life exists 
here as in installing refugees in public buildings. At the time of the 
destruction of Corinth during the earthquake of March, large numbers 
of people were temporarily accommodated on board available vessels 
in the harbour. W ith the coming of order and the erection of temporary 
dwellings on land, however, these people were put ashore.

During the Mississippi floods, the American Red Cross established 
nearly 150 refugee camps.

Most of these were tent colonies which w7ere run on an organized 
and systematic basis. Some were even lighted by electricity and all 
proper sanitary measures were observed. The use of tents proved 
satisfactory because the climate in most of the affected area was 
mild and tents were available from government warehouses. The 
homes of the people were usually intact and could be repaired quickly 
on the subsidence of the water. It would, therefore, have been a 
needless expense to buy a great amount of building material which 
could not later be used in rehabilitation of refugees homes.
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IV.

DISASTER RELIEF ORGANIZATION

In a very general way, then, the above are the organization 
types of disaster relief required in any emergency. The furnishing 
of these to a stricken people on an instant’s notice requires a certain 
type of organization. It may be of interest therefore to examine 
the organization which the Red Cross Societies have worked out to 
meet these problems of disaster relief.

A. F u n c t io n s  o f  a  R e d  Cro ss  D is a s t e r  R e l ie f  D epa r t m e n t

Each Society, in working out its Disaster Relief plans has adjusted 
its organization and conceived its functions in relation to the needs 
and peculiarities of its nation. Some Societies, notably the American 
and Belgian Red Cross, consider first aid, feeding, clothing and eventual 
rehabilitation to normal family standard as their programme. Other 
Societies, like the German and Japanese, consider their primary 
duty as that of first aid to victims with rehabilitation left to the 
Government.

The American Red Cross conceives its functions as follows:

1. Organizing and training local groups to co-operate in 
time of disaster through;

a. Prompt reporting of needs and losses to the national
headquarters;

b. Rendering of first aid till national help arrives;
c. Establishment of temporary feeding arrangements

pending national aid.
This has been found necessary because it is not possible 

for the national Society to reach the scene of disaster during 
the first hours.

2. Continual study of all available data, with reference 
to the best plans and policies of disaster relief.

3. The establishment of plans of co-operation with govern
mental and interested private agencies with a view to increasing 
the efficiency of Red Cross Disaster Service.

4. The study of peculiar national disaster hazards and the 
preparation of plans for dealing with them when they occur (1).

(1) Based on report of H. M. Baker to Second Pan-American Red Cross 
Conference.
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Those Societies which confine themselves to first aid to the injured 
in time of disaster stress this training of local personnel much more 
than the American Society. The local Committees keep themselves 
in readiness to go instantly to the scene of a disaster or accident. In 
case of a disaster too extended for local committees to deal with, 
the national organization is prepared to act. The government, how
ever, often uses this first aid personnel later to run canteens and 
in other ways.

In Italy, the Red Cross disaster relief organization is affiliated 
with the army, and is prepared to proceed immediately to the scene 
of a disaster, render first aid and do rescue and temporary housing 
work. Central stations are established at convenient points, provided 
with all or part of the equipment listed below:

Field hospitals of 50, 100 or 200-bed capacity;
Mobile surgical hospitals;
Field ambulances;
Mobile first aid stations;
Hospital train of 306 beds;
Automobile ambulances;
Trucks for transportation of relief material;
Ambulance ships;
Hospital ships;
Garage for automobiles;
Central stores of First Aid material;
Central stores of disinfection material;
Railway first aid stations;
Central depot containing hospital equipment.

Many Societies have ambulances at their disposal in time of 
emergency and others keep large central stores of material. Others 
have arrangements whereby they can borrow materials from the 
government.

1. Local and national.

The functions of the local organizations which are under the 
direction and responsible to the Central Committee, differ in conform
ity  with the national programme. When the Society specializes only 
in first aid, nursing, etc., the local units, composed entirely of volun
teers, keep themselves in constant training, and the national Society 
depends on them to function automatically in case of need.

In the case of those national Societies whose functions go further, 
the local units are more dependent on the national administration,
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because the work of rehabilitation and distribution of funds to stricken 
families requires a highly specialized technique and a trained know
ledge of social problems.

The American Red Cross is making every effort to strengthen 
its effectiveness through organizing local disaster relief committees 
in virtually every large city. The Cleveland Chapter has worked 
out a very elaborate organization, the plan of which was distributed 
to all Societies by the League in 1926 (1). The Cleveland organization 
consists of committees responsible for emergency organization of 
the following:

Social service;
Medical service:

Sub-committee on hospitals;
Sub-committee on doctors and dentists;
Sub-committee on nurses;
Sub-committee on health and sanitation.

Supplies:
Sub-committee on 
Sub-committee on 
Sub-committee on 
Sub-committee on 
Sub-committee on

military supplies; 
household supplies; 
medical supplies; 
clothing; 
canteen service.

Life saving;
Motor truck transportation;
Motor service personnel and messenger transportation;
Emergency housing;
Relations with army and national guard;
Co-operation;
Employment;
Claims, appraisals and awards.

All chairmen of these committees are responsible to the Chairman 
of Disaster Relief who, in his turn, is responsible to the Chairman 
of the local Chapter. The names, addresses and telephone numbers 
of all chairmen and members of committees are kept in the Central 
Red Cross office, Each Committee knows exactly what it is to do 
in case of disaster.

(1) Procedure in Case of Disaster. Manual prepared by the Cleveland 
Disaster Relief Committee, American Red Cross. Reproduced by the League 
of Red Cross Societies, Paris. Pp. 28. Price Is. or 20 cents.
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The city of Saint Louis, Missouri, also has a similar organization, 
but in case of disaster it is not necessary to notify members as they 
automatically meet in case of calamity at a pre-arranged place.

In smaller American cities, the Permanent Disaster Relief Com
mittees are usually six: Food, Clothing, Shelter, Medical Aid, Finance 
and Transportation.

These Committees are capable of taking complete charge of 
relief operations in catastrophes of ordinary intensity. The National 
Society, however, usually lends an experienced disaster relief worker 
to help the local Committees and donates money as a general rule.

In case of a disaster resulting in widespread damage, however, 
the national organization takes complete charge. The Committees 
then become advisory and help in giving information and arranging 
local co-operation, etc.

2. International.

So far, mention has been made only of the functions of national 
and local disaster relief departments. When, however, the conse
quences of a catastrophe are such as to exceed the resources of a nation, 
that national Red Cross Society must also depend upon outside help. 
In other cases a disaster may affect several countries. In such cir
cumstances, international collaboration becomes necessary. This 
has been facilitated in recent years by the joint action of the Inter
national Red Cross Committee and the League of Red Cross Societies. 
The functions of the Relief Division of the Secretariat of the League 
of Red Cross Societies correspond in many ways to those of the 
national disaster relief organizations, and may be summarized as 
follows:

a) The maintenance of contact with the permanent relief organ
izations of national Societies, in order to know the extent of 
organized relief which the assets of each country will permit.

b)  The carrying on of international disaster relief research based 
on information secured from reports of various national Societies 
and from exchanges of visits.

c) The classifying of all material, reports, information, etc., by 
country and subject, to constitute a continually growing body of 
data for future research and study in connection with disaster relief.

d) The furnishing of an intermediary to all national Red Cross 
Societies for a constant exchange of experience, and of new ideas 
and outgrowths in the field of disaster relief.
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The Relief Division seeks through close co-operation with news
gathering agencies, the press and scientific societies, to be kept 
informed of all disasters all over the world.

By putting to profit the experience gained in past disasters, it 
will be more and more possible to calculate the probable amount 
of disaster relief which will be needed in the future, taking into account 
the fact tha t some types of disasters will always be unforeseen.

The Relief Division is instrumental in making public special 
studies in preventive disaster relief such as preventive health measures 
in time of disaster, studies on construction of houses which are earth
quake proof, cyclone proof, etc., based on past experiments which 
have been made.

3. Method of relief procedure during a catastrophe.

The first task of the Relief Division, at the moment of a catas
trophe which requires international Red Cross intervention, is to 
obtain precise and complete information as rapidly as possible from 
the national Society of the country concerned, or by sending a repre
sentative of the Relief Division, when circumstances and distance 
permit. The obtaining of such information and the resultant plan 
for the organization of international Red Cross relief is always carried 
out in accord with the Society of the afflicted country.

Once the situation is shown to warrant international intervention, 
an appeal is made — if possible, by telegraph — to all Societies, or 
to selected groups of Societies, who may be interested with a short 
resumé of the situation, asking for their participation and signifying 
what kind of aid is needed, that is, money, personnel or classified 
material, and also the place where these are to be sent. The appeal 
is now made jointly by the International Committee and the League 
of Red Cross Societies.

As soon as possible thereafter, a complete report is sent to all 
Societies, based on data gathered by a representative who has visited 
the scene, or on reports from the national Society itself.

The Red Cross Societies of the disaster-stricken countries or the 
national committees formed with their participation are, in principle, 
the competent groups to direct the practical relief. It has, therefore, 
seemed advisable to send them directly funds and supplies obtained 
internationally in conformity with arrangements previously made 
in each case. It has also seemed necessary that the Relief Division 
be informed of all aid from other national Red Cross Societies.

Cases have frequently arisen when the collaboration of one or
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several representatives of the Relief Division of the League of Red 
Cross Societies with the Red Cross Society or the national Relief 
Committee of the afflicted country has become necessary. Such a 
case arises particularly when relief missions (nurses, first aid workers, 
doctors, etc.) are sent to the disaster area by several national Red 
Cross Societies.

Furthermore, the national Red Cross Societies to whom an appeal 
for international aid has been made, are kept fully informed of the 
situation in the disaster region.

B. P e r s o n n e l  T r a in in g  M et h o d s

One of the essential elements necessary for efficient relief work 
in time of disaster is a well-trained personnel. The truth of this is 
well illustrated in the period following a disaster when local citizens 
who are not trained in relief methods endeavour to give aid before 
trained workers arrive on the scene. Not only is there wasted effort 
but usually when the experienced personnel arrive, the situation is 
worse than directly after the catastrophe. The injured have probably 
been placed in most unsuitable places — no attention has been given 
to proper drinking water, emergency canteens are functioning waste- 
fully and badly , and the morale of the people has as a result been 
shaken. The experienced worker can immediately reorganize the 
whole scheme of things and thereby restore the confidence of the 
people and bring calm.

The national Red Cross Societies are prepared to place at the dis
position of their respective governments, a fixed number of trained 
workers in time of war. In order that these workers may be ready, 
it is necessary that they be trained in time of peace. Their practical 
training is often achieved through disaster relief experience. First 
aid, life saving, and sometimes rehabilitation, are regularly under
taken by Red Cross Societies through this relief personnel, whether 
it be in co-operation with the government or other relief organizations.

Further mention should be made of the American Red Cross 
which relies not only on first aid work, but on a personnel especially 
trained in rehabilitation measures. These workers are thoroughly 
grounded in the social sciences and supervise the rehabilitation of a 
disaster-stricken community. The American Society can call in a large 
reserve of these workers, who are regularly employed in various social 
agencies, but available in time of need.

In order to keep the personnel in a condition which will permit 
their instant use in time of emergency, it is necessary that various
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training methods be evolved. Furthermore, it is necessary that all 
personnel practice regularly and under proper supervision. The 
activities used in this training fall generally under the following 
services:

1. Posts and services of first aid and relief in towns, in
collaboration with the municipal administration.

2. Transport in case of accident or sickness.
3. Disinfection service during epidemics.
4. Construction of barracks and organization of camps

in case of epidemics or devastating catastrophes. |
5. Special courses in industrial first aid, dealing with acci

dents in mines, railways, mountainous countries, at
sea, etc.

6. Publicity propaganda campaigns to the general public
in practical first aid through courses, etc.

The Red Cross Nursing Service is an invaluable first aid auxiliary 
in time of disaster. The training of nurses for hospital and public 
health work or their enrolment in organized Red Cross services has 
long been one of the chief preoccupations of national Societies and 
their assistance is indispensable in time of disaster as well as in war.

Sometimes the Red Cross nurse renders service at first aid posts 
and district or regional public health nursing stations are manned 
by nurses working under the supervision of doctors.

As has already been mentioned, the rôle played by the medical 
profession is indispensable in the whole question of first aid service. 
Only specialists in this group are competent to direct the training 
and organization of first aid personnel.

The American Red Cross has, within the last two years, inaugur
ated disaster institutes in many of the large centres of population. 
In his report to the Second Pan-American Red Cross Conference, 
Mr. Henry M. Raker says:

‘ ‘ These institutes are of two days duration and a thoroughly 
experienced disaster executive teaches the group in great 
detail the methods of disaster technique. These institutes are 
attended by doctors, nurses, welfare workers, general assistants 
and all types of personnel used in disasters. The institutes are 
held at frequent intervals. It is desirable that representatives 
of all types of relief workers attend the institutes so tha t they 
may be trained to see the relationship of their particular job 
to the entire relief operation” .
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In another part of the report, Mr. Baker says:

“ Above all, the training of the worker’s heart should be 
emphasized. No matter how experienced or efficient a worker 
may be, th a t worker will not bring to sufferers the very highest 
form of relief without a sympathetic interpretation of the Red 
Cross ideals

C. M e t h o d s  o f  H a n d l in g  R e l ie f  M a t e r ia l

In the handling of relief material, there are several main problems. 
They are, in the main, the same which arise concerning food, but 
are complicated because of their bulk, the problem of transporta
tion and the problem of getting the exact kind of material needed 
in the minimum of time.

The following is a list of some of the most important equipment 
used in carrying out Red Cross first aid in time of disaster :

1. Bandages and medical supplies of all kinds.
2. Stretchers.
3. Motor or horse-drawn ambulances, hospital trains, etc.
4. Aeroplanes equipped to carry wounded.
5. Life-saving boats.
6. Disinfection equipment.
7. Oxygen machines.
8. Gas masks.
9. Emergency lighting equipment.

10. Stocks of clothing for first aid personnel.
11. Tents, transportable barracks, etc.

Mr. Baker, referring to permanent supply dépôts, says:

“ Because of the varying conditions in different countries, it is 
not possible to lay down a rule to say whether or not relief supply 
depots should be established. Each Society will have to determine 
for itself whether the conditions of the country in which it is working 
warrant the establishment of these dépôts. Availability of necessary 
supplies from governmental and private sources, the financial resources 
of the Red Cross Society to purchase large supplies from regular 
funds, transportation facilities of the country, the cost of supervision 
of relief supply dépôts, and loss by depreciation, are some of the 
factors to be considered. Relief supply dépôts are needed most where 
the following situations exist:
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a) Where the Society has only a few or no local units.
b)  Where the governmental authorities are unable or unwill

ing to lend tents and other equipment.
c) Where private sources of supplies are few and widely 

scattered.
d) Where transportation facilities, such as trains, roads, 

airplanes, etc. are not well developed.

Where it is deemed advisable to establish permanent relief supply 
depots, the following conditions should be met:

a) The building should be as nearly fireproof as possible.
b) Proper provision for light and circulation of air should 

be made.
c) The building should be located at a point farthest removed 

from the most obvious local hazard. As illustration: it should 
not be located on a low point on the banks of a river subject

To flood.
d) If possible, the building should be only one storey high.
e) The building should be inspected at least once a week 

by some local person authorized by the Red Cross Society to 
make such inspection and report results to National Head
quarters.

f) There should be at least two sets of keys, one of which 
should be located in some public building, such as hospital, 
government building, fire station, or police headquarters, open 
day and night.

g) Each depot should be equipped to serve a given radius 
of territory.

h) Each depot should be thoroughly overhauled and all 
supplies examined carefully once a year.

With reference to the supplies that should be stored in relief 
dépôts, the amount and kind of supplies must be determined 
locally. It is suggested that all supplies be stored in small units, on 
racks if possible, in order to decrease depreciation caused by pressure 
and lack of air space” .

It has already been noted tha t the Italian Red Cross Society 
keeps large stocks of relief material in widely separated supply dépôts. 
The Belgian Red Cross has a complete supply depot in Brussels. This 
is feasible in these cases because the countries are comparatively
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small and transportation facilities good. The American Red Cross 
does not find it advantageous to establish permanent warehouses, 
but has arrangements with the government and large wholesale 
houses whereby necessary material can be shipped on a moment’s 
notice.

For example, at the time of the Missouri-Illinois-Indiana tornado 
of 1925, a special train with food and clothing was fully stocked and 
ready to leave one hour after orders had been given. The main whole
sale houses in St. Louis from which materials were purchased put 
aside all regular business until the orders were filled and put into 
the train. Government tents from a military post about 10 miles 
from St. Louis were loaded on large trucks and met the special train 
at a designated place and were loaded. It would not have been pos
sible to do this more quickly had the stores been taken from a ware
house.

D. Co- o p e r a t io n  w it h  O t h e r  A g e n c ie s

In time of disaster, every available resource, both local and national, 
is used. And not the least important of these is the aid and co-oper
ation of other organized agencies.

1. Local.

Local Committees find that it is most important to foresee the 
co-operation they may need in time of disaster. These committees 
are usually composed of leaders representing the main groups in a 
community, such as municipal, fraternal, church, clubs, etc., and 
definite plans for co-operation are made whenever necessary. The 
American Legion, for example, has a definite part to play in local 
calamities and they are prepared to aid the Red Cross in local policing, 
clearing of débris, etc.

2. National.

Similarly National Red Cross Societies have found it indispensable 
to make advance arrangements with national agencies. In fact, 
it is often possible for the national organization to make general 
plans including arrangements for local co-operation when the agencies 
in question have local branches. The American Red Cross has thus 
established co-operative agreements with virtually every national 
agency which might aid in time of disaster. The American Medical 
Association has agreed on certain procedures and has issued instruc
tions to its local branches providing for co-operation with the Red 
Cross in time of calamity. The American Legion, as already mentioned,
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has agreed to furnish certain services to the Red Cross in time of 
disaster. The large clubs such as Rotary, etc., have agreed not to 
organize special drives for funds but to leave this to the Red Cross. 
Equally important are the agreements which the Red Cross has 
with governmental departments concerning the use of supplies, 
the issuing of tents, the furnishing of aeroplanes to carry personnel 
to the scene of the disaster, etc.

This is simply given as an example. All Red Cross Societies 
follow a similar procedure, and in time of disaster are prepared to 
bring the utmost concentrated strength of the nation to the aid of 
disaster sufferers.

While in the foregoing pages it has been necessary to speak of 
administration in conjunction with the problems tha t arise in the 
field of disaster relief, something further should be added. For while 
the administration depends on the preparatory work which the society 
has carried out, it is, at the same time, most important that all action 
should be directed with utmost efficiency and smoothness. Probably 
the most important thing Red Cross Societies have learned is that 
there should be one recognized head or direction and tha t all efforts 
by other groups should be co-ordinated under this central head.

For example, when the American Red Cross began the intensive 
development of its disaster relief organization, the society often 
found that other relief organizations and agencies were working in 
the field independently with a resultant waste and overlapping of 
effort. Through continual effort the Society is now universally accept
ed as the national agency for directing disaster relief.

E. R a isin g  o f  F u n d s  in  Ca s e  o f  D is a s t e r

Red Cross Societies are usually prepared to advance funds from 
their treasury for carrying on disaster relief to stricken local commun
ities. Some, like the Belgian and American Societies, have definite 
disaster relief reserves which they use for this purpose. No Society 
could long function if it were to take entire financial responsibility 
for all disasters out of its current funds. It is therefore the general 
custom to appeal for special donations to help defray the costs of 
bringing relief to disaster-stricken communities.

1. Local appeals.

The technique of raising funds for disaster sufferers is comparat
ively simple in case the appeal need be addressed only to neighbouring 
communities. The provincial or county committee usually heads
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the campaign. The head of the local Red Cross committee, or any 
other provincial group sufficiently important to be able to appeal 
for funds, is usually known personally or by hearsay by all persons. 
Furthermore, it is not necessary to undertake a large publicity cam
paign. If the local appeal is made in a large neighbouring city, 
more definite and better-planned publicity would be needed, as the 
printed word is of more importance than the spoken word in large 
communities.

2. National appeals.

When the catastrophe is of sufficient importance to require the 
assistance of the national society, that is, when it is too large for 
the local population to handle, the necessity arises for a well-planned 
campaign. The appeal must be made as soon as possible after the 
catastrophe, because it is then that it is uppermost in the minds of 
the people. If too long a time elapses, the general population loses 
interest because press publicity ceases. If, however, the national 
appeal for funds is made simultaneously wTith the press accounts of 
the catastrophe, the appeal will receive a sympathetic response.

The Central Committee of the Red Cross usually works through 
its provincial committees, leaving them to organize their campaigns 
in conformity with local customs.

At the time of the Rulgarian earthquake of March, 1928, the 
Central Committee of the Bulgarian Red Cross issued a national 
appeal. In this appeal definite instructions were given for the collec
tion and transmittal of funds, such as:

1. Mayors should give all possible publicity to the appeal
and form a local committee for the collection of funds.

2. A Red Cross receipt was to be given to each donor.
3. The Junior Red Cross was to collect money by classes.
4. Requested that the local committee be informed of all

subscriptions which were organized in large factories,
etc.

5. Recommended a house-to-house canvass.
6. Recommended that the local sections of the Red Cross

have a definite part in the work of collecting funds.
7. Funds received should be sent each Saturday to the

Central Committee of the Red Cross marked
“ Earthquake funds’’.

The American Red Cross has had singular success in raising 
funds in time of need. At the time of the Japanese earthquake in
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1923, nearly $ 12,000,000 was raised nationally in about ten days. 
During the Mississippi floods of 1927, over $ 17,000,000 was raised. 
In each case, the cost of raising this money was only the cost of tele
grams to local Red Cross Committees asking them to proceed with 
the drives.

3. International appeals.

In the past when a catastrophe has occurred which has either 
affected several countries or exceeded the resources of a single nation, 
international intervention has been arranged by the League of Red 
Cross Societies in collaboration with the International Red Cross 
Committee, either at the request of one or more national Red Cross 
Societies or on the initiative of the international organizations.

Other agencies, too, may request the assistance of the Red Cross. 
For instance, in 1920, the League of Nations officially requested the 
League of Red Cross Societies to organize an effort to deal with the 
ravages inflicted by disease upon the underfed populations of Central 
Europe. Recently, the International Labour Office has asked the 
League to request the co-operation of its member societies in aiding 
refugees in transit who. are being evacuated from Turkey and other 
countries.

It also often happens that other agencies encourage the particip
ation of the League of Red Cross Societies in relief work collaboration.

For instance, the Director of the Economic and Financial Section 
of the League of Nations wrote the following:

1 ‘ Having just returned from a visit to Bulgaria, I am impressed 
with the necessity for the useful and generous work which the 
League of Red Cross Societies is undertaking to alleviate the 
hardships of the refugees during the coming winter. In view 
of the fact that the settlement of refugees by means of the League 
of Nations Loan cannot be expected to relieve their distress 
substantially in the immediate future, the action of the Red 
Cross and other charitable associations affords very useful 
and much needed assistance in the meantime. I sincerely trust 
it will be possible to proceeed with the plans described” .

Since 1925, the International Red Cross organizations have 
issued thirteen appeals to member Societies or to selected groups. 
In response to the last appeal made (the Balkan-Asia Minor earth
quakes of March, 1928) 32 societies sent either donations or materials 
toward the alleviation of the suffering caused by this serious catas
trophe.
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V.

CONCLUSION

This, then, is a brief outline and analysis of the field of disaster 
relief and of its problems, in so far as Red Cross Societies have been 
called upon to deal with them. Each year sees improvement in their 
methods and manner of coping with the responsibilities incumbent 
upon them in time of natural disaster.

The problem simply stated is: to get food, clothing, shelter and 
medical aid to a stricken community with a minimum of expense in 
the least possible time and in the manner best suited to the needs 
and customs of the population. Each Red Cross Society, because of 
its national, geographic, climatic or social pecularities has worked 
out a relief programme suited to cope with the problems resulting 
from disasters within its borders. The national Societies, by the 
exchange of ideas and experience, are able to afford each other mutual 
assistance in perfecting their programmes. And yet, in the course 
of the past 60 years, during which Red Cross Societies have been 
struggling to develop a sufficient technique in meeting disaster 
situations at home and abroad, they have been greatly handicapped 
in many instances because of an inadequate recognition of their 
rôle as national relief agencies. Consequently, there has sometimes 
been duplication of effort in times of national or international crises 
with a resultant confusion and loss of efficiency. Red Cross Societies 
have therefore welcomed the initiative taken by Senator Ciraolo 
to provide a definitely constituted and officially recognized machinery 
for dealing with the problems of disaster relief. The Red Cross appre
ciates the recognition of its rôle, provided for in the Convention consti
tuting the International Relief Union, and realizes the responsibility 
which will be placed on it by the ratification of that Convention. 
The International Relief Union constitutes an important step for
ward in international relationships.

At the same time, many national Red Cross Societies have always 
enjoyed a distinct and unique relationship with their respective 
governments. The objective which led to the foundation of the Red 
Cross (the supplying of sanitary services to the army in time of war) 
necessarily brought about the closest co-operation between govern
ments and their Red Cross Societies in time of war. This close rela
tionship is manifested by the fact that the chiefs of states are often 
at the same time heads, honorary presidents or patrons of their 
national societies. Yet though this unity of action between Govern
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ment and Red Cross exists, the indispensable independence of the 
Red Cross has never been lost. On the contrary, this independence 
has been jealously maintained to assure to the Red Cross its character 
as a national volunteer agency, whose services belong in the first 
place to its country, in the execution of its task. So also, in the develop
ment of the work of relief in case of disaster, close collaboration has 
already been assured with the constituted authorities.

Thus, when the International Relief Union is finally constituted 
and ready to begin actual operations, it will be found that the prob
lems of disaster relief are not only the furnishing of food, clothing, 
medical aid and temporary shelter to a stricken people, but also 
and equally important, the organization of machinery which is capable 
of actually getting these to the people economically, quickly and 
fairly. To do this, it is necessary to organize in advance a permanent 
relief organization, properly trained personnel, plans for transporting 
and furnishing relief materials; co-operation with other agencies, and 
to be prepared to supervise relief machinery when in actual operation 
and raise sufficient funds to alleviate the suffering.

A. N a t io n a l  R e l ie f  P r o b l e m s

Since these are the actual problems that arise in this field, it 
would seem that the following principles stand out clearly as a result 
of their study;

1. That the Government of each country should recognize
one and only one official relief agency.

2. That there should be a definite understanding in advance
as to just what this agency will do in time of disaster.

3. That there should be a central committee with full
powers to act, in case of calamity, with a permanent 
organization capable of studying local hazards and 
organizing a permanent central administration through 
whom local groups shall act in case of need with a 
well-organized and thoroughly trained personnel.

4. That plans for raising funds in time of disaster should
be worked out in advance and co-operation with the 
press and other agencies should be arranged.

The organization necessary for disaster relief in cases in which 
the need does not exceed the resources of any one country can be 
determined with relative ease. The primary responsibility rests 
with the national Government. It is for that Government to deter
mine the agency or agencies to be charged with actual relief oper
ations. In many cases, as at the time of the Japanese earthquake,
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the Government has itself assumed full responsibility for the work, 
assigning to volunteer agencies a definite role. In other cases, as in 
the United States, the Government has depended entirely upon the 
national Red Cross to act as the authorized national agency to direct 
and coordinate the whole of the relief activity. In many instances, 
moreover, the problems are so vast as to be beyond the possibilities 
of volunteer agencies. Large Government aid, either in the form of 
appropriations or special negotiated loans becomes necessary. 
In such instances, the Government itself must take responsibility, 
at least for the restoration of the economic independence of the popul
ations affected, but it usually prefers to leave to volunteer agencies 
a large responsibility for the relief of suffering and distress immediately 
following the disaster.

B. I n t e r n a t io n a l  R e l ie f  P r o b lem s

The problem of international relief not only includes all the prob
lems and complications of national activity, but also presents its 
own specific questions. The first of these is the determination of the 
character of the international relief action, which may be limited 
to providing national agencies with additional resources, or may 
take the form of an international intervention, in which the inter
national agency assumes responsibility not only for obtaining funds 
and supplies but for the actual direction of relief operations. Such 
direction may be assured either through the supervision and control 
of the national agencies or by the setting-up of a special international 
administration. Furthermore the international intervention may 
constitute either a single unified action, in which all contributions 
from the outside are centralized, or the co-ordination of the activities 
of a series of separate missions from countries in a position to assist.

There exists no international body which has responsibility for 
providing relief to victims of disaster equivalent to that of each 
Government towards its own people. The sentiment of international 
solidarity has, however, created the universal feeling that the existing 
international agencies should assume the responsibility for taking 
action whenever a disaster occurs whose consequences exceed the 
immediately available resources of the afflicted nations. Senator 
Ciraolo, in formulating the plan for the International Relief Union, 
has endeavoured to give concrete expression to this sentiment. The 
League of Nations, in consenting to extend its patronage to the pre
liminary efforts to bring about the creation of the Union, has indicated 
also its sense of responsibility for establishing a definitely recognized 
procedure of dealing with disasters of an international character.
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The Red Cross, for more than half a century, has intervened, 
within the limit of its resources, to provide practical examples of 
international relief action. In the international organization to be 
set up, it was therefore inevitable that the Red Cross should be 
expected to play the same role already recognized in many countries 
to national societies by their respective Governments. The Conven
tion of July 12th, 1927, providing for the creation of the International 
Relief Union, definitely envisages the existing organization of the 
Red Cross as the machinery to be utilized for the practical work of 
the Union. The same Convention, moreover, also recognizes the 
autonomy of the Red Cross and the necessity for it to maintain its 
character as an independent and neutral force, not directly subject 
to control by Governments, nor subordinate in its action to any 
other body. It remains therefore to determine the modalities of the 
collaboration thus envisaged.

In dealing with situations created by disasters of an international 
character in the past, the same differences of procedure have existed 
as in the case of national action. In a certain number of cases, inter
national action has provided loans for the Government of the afflicted 
country, and it appears probable that only in this way can the ravages 
of any exceptional calamity be effectively remedied. It remains there
fore to be determined to what extent the International Relief Union 
will be called upon to collaborate in activities involving such loans. 
The Statutes of the Union limit its activity to the period of “ first aid ’ ’, 
but it would appear impossible to make any definite delimitation 
between so-called ‘ ‘ first aid ’ ’ measures and the rehabilitation of the 
populations affected. Nor can the action of the Union, nor of any 
international relief agency, be interpreted as diminishing in any way 
the legitimate responsibilities of each Government toward its own 
population. Such problems must be considered in the formulation 
of the general policies to be followed by the international relief agency 
in undertaking work in any country, and in determining the relations 
which should exist between tha t agency, the Government and national 
agencies of the country affected, and those organizations of other 
countries prepared to collaborate.

The discussions which have thus far taken place, with a view 
to the establishment of the International Relief Union, have as yet 
permitted no solution of the problems involved in these relationships, 
nor the determining of the exact procedure that is to be followed in 
the organization of relief on an international scale. The fundamental 
purpose of the Union has been to secure a definite international 
recognition not only of the necessity of such relief, but of the agency
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to be given the definit mandate to carry on the work. The Union, 
to accomplish its objective must assure the elimination of duplication 
in the organization of international relief activity. Such unification 
can be effected only by the utilisation for the purposes of the Union 
of the already existing organization of the Red Cross in the inter
national, as well as in the national field. It has been clearly recognized, 
however, that the existing responsibility of the Red Cross cannot 
be transferred to another agency. The working out of the procedure 
to be followed involves many problems in the relationships to be 
established between the Union and the Red Cross; between the Union 
and the League of Nations; between the Union and the national 
agencies designated by the several Governments; and between the 
international Red Cross services and these national agencies.

These problems will be found to fall under three main headings:
I. Measures to be taken in advance in preparation for 

possible relief activities.
II. Procedure to be followed at the moment of a disaster

in determining how the international relief interven
tion shall be decided, organized and administered.

III. Actual methods to be used in the carrying out of the
relief measures determined upon.

I. The first of these sets of problems can be said to raise the 
following questions:

(1) How can an international relief agency assure in advance
the necessary collaboration with Governments and 
private organizations?

(2) To what extent can researches on questions concerning
disasters aid in the facilitation of relief measures?

(3) What type of organization should be set up to assure
co-operation between the competent national agencies 
in the study of relief problems and the development 
of plans for possible relief action?

(4) To what extent is unification of procedure possible in
such questions as training of personnel, the determ
ination of types of material to be used and in methods 
of raising funds and accounting for expenditures ?

II. Under the second heading arise the following questions:
(1) What policy should be followed in determining upon an 

international action and in deciding whether the extent 
of a disaster exceeds the immediate national resources?



(2) What means can be used for assuring the prompt fur
nishing of adequate information relative to disasters 
to the international agency?

(3) AVhat should be the machinery established to provide
prompt action in undertaking international relief 
action and in determining upon appeals to permit 
the successful carrying on of such action?

(4) Should the international relief action be considered:
a) as merely providing aid to national agencies,
b) as a means of assuring co-ordination of assistance

from other countries or,
c) as an independent unified action grouping under one

administration all aid from the outside?
(5) What procedure should be followed in deciding upon

the utilization of gifts and the control of expenditures?
(6) Should international relief action be considered as limit

ing itself to first aid or should the possibility of 
economic rehabilitation also be considered?

(7) In the latter case, what should be the relationship be
tween such activities and the responsibilities of 
Governments concerned?

III. Under the third heading appear also a certain number of 
special questions, some of which would automatically be solved 
by the answers to the questions included above:

(1) What should be the relationship in the administration
of relief between an international agency and the 
organizations designated by the Governments of the 
afflicted countries as the national agencies?

(2) What policy should be followed in the sending of missions
of foreign personnel to aid the national agencies?

(3) What should be the procedure to be followed in the send
ing of supplies and of material?

(4) To what extent can loans of material such as tents,
blankets, hospital equipment, etc. be arranged from 
the stocks of neighbouring countries and what should 
be the procedure providing for the utilization, 
conservative and return of such material?

(5) To what extent can the international agency insist upon
any definite procedure or methods which may have 
been internationally accepted?
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