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Devastating earthquake rocks Haiti: RedR responds

14 January 2010
On 12 January Haiti was struck by the most powerful earthquake in over 200 years, with tens of thousands feared dead and up to three million affected. As major agencies and government teams are starting to arrive on the ground, RedR is working to support international relief efforts.

Search and rescue teams are working against the clock to find survivors – the immediate priority – and international organisations are urgently mobilizing emergency relief teams in response to the devastating earthquake which struck the country on 12 January, approximately 15 km south of its densely populated capital, Port-au-Prince. The quake has destroyed the presidential palace as well as a five-story UN building and thousands of homes and public buildings, leaving tens of thousands homeless and in desperate need of medical aid, food, water and sanitation.

To support initial relief efforts, RedR has responded to a request from Medical aid agency Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) Spain office for RedR Members with water and sanitation (WATSAN) expertise to be on immediate standby in case the organisation needs to rapidly scale up operations on the ground. Before deploying five medical professionals and five WATSAN personnel, MSF also requested support from RedR’s online Technical Support Service to help prepare the team. RedR’s team of technical experts provided a response within 24 hours of receiving the request.

Taking part in the UN-led Global WASH Cluster Rapid Response Team – responsible for the coordination of water, sanitation and hygiene during major emergencies - Souleymane Sow, a RedR-trained WASH Cluster Coordinator is flying out to Haiti on Thursday 14 January, followed by RedR Member Tim Forster, who will be leaving this Saturday.

RedR Members are also being deployed with other international aid agencies as part of emergency response teams, and the RedR register currently is currently on standby, pending additional requests for support. 

A major humanitarian response needed

With communication lines still severely disrupted, the full scale of the disaster has yet to emerge. It is however clear from initial reports that a major relief effort will be required and that the immediate response and more long-term reconstruction efforts will pose a huge challenge.

To support the large scale humanitarian response underway, RedR is planning to send out a team to Haiti to undertake a full needs assessment to identify the training requirements of aid agencies who are responding to the crisis, with a view to supporting the agencies over the coming months. The assessment will involve both international aid agencies and local and national NGOs, who are likely to play a major role in the response.  So far, it is expected that water and sanitation, shelter and security, all key RedR areas of expertise, will be major issues to tackle.

RedR has launched an urgent appeal to raise £20,000 to pay for a team to fly out as soon as possible and undertake this needs assessment. To donate to RedR’s Emergency Response Fund please see our donation page online. 

The poorest country in the western hemisphere, the earthquake is just one in a long list of disasters to mar the country in recent years. In late 2008, four deadly storms battered Haiti causing widespread flooding and fatal mudslides. Recovery from such natural disasters is also complicated by civil unrest.

RedR Member and emergency shelter specialist, Joseph Ashmore, who worked in Haiti in 2008 on urban shelter construction, fears recovery may be difficult; "There will be serious issues in the longer term requiring longer term support from organisations like RedR - long after the earthquake has faded from the news. It will be a complex urban reconstruction with multi-storey houses and a history of chronic poverty and unrest."              

The earthquake is further evidence that more needs to be done to prepare countries like Haiti for future disasters. RedR has run a series of disaster preparedness workshops in disaster prone areas, helping to equip local communities with the knowledge and skills to be prepared for potential emergencies, to minimise the impact of the disasters and be effective in their response when the worst happens. 

























