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They were gone in an instant. One minute her kids were holding her hands, and then they were 

nowhere to be seen. There was complete chaos, panic, fear. She was in complete disbelief. Disbelief 

that this could happen to her. Disbelief that her family was gone. 

A sort of internet café is set up where she can get information about what is going on, as well as tell 

responders what she actually needs. Her anguish turns to relief when a call to a local emergency 

hotline tells her that her kids have been found. 

A charging station is set up in their temporary camp. She calls her aunty overseas to let her know she 

is okay. She then uses an app on her smartphone to register herself and her children for aid, sending 

information about where they are and what they need most. Data usage has been made free for a 

week. 

 

Across town, two staff in the national disaster management office are logging feedback from the 

emergency hotline call centre. For decades, they had been told that the next big one would be there. 

Theyõve been working with aid groups, internet companies, mobile operators, and others so that when 

it happened, they would be ready. They had only recently carried out a big simulation with all of the 

response groups, local authorities and technology companies. It was a dress rehearsal for the 

emergency they knew was coming, but didnõt know when! 

When it did come, they were so lucky they knew what to do, and who to call for help. 

 

Itõs absolutely frantic right now. He barely has time to eat or sleep. Every day he is out there, 

registering the thousands of people in his community affected by this devastating disaster. Luckily he 

can upload the info in real-time and send it securely, which is essential with the types of data he is 

working with. Mobile networks are already up too, so he is transferring cash to people and they can 

then buy what they need for themselves and their families to get back on their feet. 

 

By 2020, the ETC will create an emergency response environment that 

provides humanitarians, citizens and governments with a seamless, resilient 

and principled communications experience.  
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Foreword  

We all use technology in our everyday lives. Many of us cannot think of doing certain things 

without it - talking to and seeing our children while on mission, catching up on emails while 

waiting for the plane, posting pictures and news on social media. These activities significantly 

shorten distances between us and our families, colleagues and friends. If a disaster struck, we 

would need those services even more to stay connected.  

Communications technology is playing a fundamental role in human life, and changing the way 

humanitarian assistance is designed and delivered. It can mobilize thousands of people to assist 

and save lives within hours. It can reduce dependencies of people, communities and countries on 

international assistance, and help local communities, markets, farmers and families to re-engage 

and rebuild.  

Communication, like food, water and shelter, is a critical need in emergencies. But how much are 

communications technologies really reaching those who need them most? Are they helping those 

looking for their families in times of crisis, or those searching for a safe location?  Are they there to 

assist families trying to rebuild their homes, or people trying to access information in remote 

camps? Are they enabling affected populations to provide feedback and contribute to the 

international aid effort?  

Behind the ETC 2020 strategy is an understanding ð by people, organizations, governments and 

companies ð that communications technology can save lives, reduce the impact of humanitarian 

crises and help people regain ownership of their own situations; and within the ETC network there 

is the will, expertise, resources and networking power to make that happen. 

 

Jakob Kern 

CIO and Director of IT, World Food Programme 

Chair of the Emergency Telecommunication Cluster (ETC) 
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VISION: By 2020, the ETC in partnership with leading edge 

technology companies and local telecommunication 

providers will create an environment for emergency 

response which allows humanitarian responders, citizens 

and governments to have a seamless, resilient and 

principled communications experience in order to 

facilitate the delivery and receipt of humanitarian aid.  

 

The ETC will be seen as innovative and visionary, a leader 

in convening the humanitarian technology community 

and brokering full service communication solutions 

between private industry, governments, humanitarians, 

and communities.  
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Disaster -affected populations will be at the heart of ETC 2020 - a new strategy for a 

network of committed partners creating communications environments for quick, 

effective and accountable humanitarian response.  

Since its inception, the Emergency Telecommunications Cluster (ETC) has undertaken its mandate 

to provide timely, predictable and effective information and communications technology services 

to the humanitarian community during disasters. These critical services allow humanitarians to carry 

out their life -saving work efficiently, effectively and safely. However, humanitarian landscapes are 

ever-evolving, becoming more dynamic and complex. The ETC must adapt. 

Changes in demography, technology and science, economics, political power, climate and patterns 

of conflict are just a few trends that will influence future humanitarian action. At the same time, 

rapid innovation in technology, which has changed the way people interact globally, is providing an 

opportunity and a responsibility for the ETC to generate greater impact. Information and 

communications technology, deployed and coordinated effectively, should enhance the timeliness, 

effectiveness and coordination of humanitarian aid, while empowering affected populations and 

governments to take greater control of their own responses to disasters. 

If the ETC is to have maximum impact for affected populations, deliver innovative technology for 

aid effectiveness and fully support Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) strategies by 2020 and 

beyond, its operating model needs to change. The network will have to deliver improved services 

quicker, with more flexibility. It will need to respond to more emergencies than its current format is 

able to accommodate. 

ETC 2020 will see the network of partners create a communications environment in emergencies 

where responders can access the technology tools, services and solutions they need, seamlessly, 

easily, and intuitively. Information will flow within and between response groups and affected 

populations, enabling better response and faster recovery. 

Before a disaster, governments, humanitarians, and companies on the ground will be prepared for 

what may come. They will be resilient to the shocks of the inevitable emergency having established 

partnerships, built networks, trained and exercised their people. 

All ETC efforts will continue to be grounded in humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, 

impartiality and independence, distinguishing its actions, activities and objectives from those of 

other non -humanitarian actors. 
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Larger Scope for the Wider Response Community  

Traditionally, the ETC has served the humanitarian community, enabling the coordination and 

distribution of life -saving aid. To meet the needs of the 2020 environment, the network will expand 

to serve a wider community, with a particular focus on affected populations and governments.  

Response Community:  The humanitarian community must be reimagined as a complex network 

of local and international actors, including humanitarians, healthcare professionals, private sector 

organisations, governments and more. The ETC will ensure a dedicated and principled 

communications platform and coordination forum, by brokering or directly providing enhanced 

connectivity and services through its partnership ecosystem. 

Affected Populations:  In times of disaster, access to 

communications technologies can save lives, prevent further 

suffering and empower affected communities. The ETC 

partnersõ network will help people access vital 

communications from the first hours following a disaster, 

reconnecting people who have lost everything and allowing 

them to communicate their needs. Connected communities 

will be able to participate in aid operations, become an 

effective humanitarian stakeholder and play a stronger role in 

the recovery of their lives, economies and of their nations. 

Government:  The strengthening role of governments in response and resilience in disaster-

affected countries is widely recognised. Government entities active in emergencies need to 

communicate internally, with humanitarian actors and with crisis affected populations. The ETC has 

the expertise, ability and network of partners to help prepare governments to build greater 

communications resilience before disaster strikes, and to leverage partnerships to enable the 

maintenance or restoration of communications channels during times of emergency.  

More, smarter and decentralised connections between local, regional and global response actors ð 

before, during and after disasters ð will increase impact for affected populations. 

ê the network will expand 

to serve a wider 

community, with a 

particular focus on affected 

populations and 

governments.  

òEmergency responses are increasing. The environment is changing as the digital aid worker needs 

connectivity to access digital services. Affected populations need to be connected so they can access 

goods and services.  Governments need help to prepare for foreseeable disasters. Partners will be 

needed to deliver services such as safe power. This increased mandate requires the ETC to build up its 

capacity through expanded training programmes and other new resources. Save the Children believes 

that the new ETC 2020 strategy will deliver the new mandate.ó 

Mark Hawkins  

Global Field Technology Manager, Save the Children International  
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ETC 2020: Strategic Priorities  

ETC will prioritise four key areas: enhanced communications and energy; improved and 

decentralised response readiness; increased resilience to disasters; and communications as aid. 

1: ENHANCED COMMUNICATIONS AND ENERGY  

Todayõs response community and humanitarian programmes operate in a rapidly-changing 

environment. They demand vastly improved connectivity and more energy solutions for multiple 

devices, both for communication and direct service provision by way of òdigital aidó. At the same 

time, a plethora of ever-evolving technological solutions are available globally, and a wide range of 

public, private and humanitarian actors are entering the technology -in-emergencies space. This 

environment poses many challenges, including difficulties coordinating non -traditional actors and 

data security concerns. At the same time, it creates opportunities for the ETC to have significantly 

more impact, overcoming these challenges and harnessing the expertise and resources of a global 

network of new responders. 

Within 24 hours of an official request, the ETC network will initiate the provision of communications 

services to the response community, to enable them to coordinate humanitarian response, digitally 

interact with affected communities and deploy platforms for digital aid. In addition to connecting 

emergency responders, the ETC will expand communications solutions to governments and 

affected populations. 

From preparedness, throughout the response phase and until the re-establishment of normal 

services, the ETC will work with governments and local operators, improving existing solutions and 

leveraging new, faster, more agile and easy-to-scale services provided by the ETC network, leading-

edge technology partners and local providers. Equipment and services deployed will be 

compatible, interoperable, portable and energy -efficient, meeting pre -agreed service levels. 
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2: IMPROVED AND DECENTRALISED RESPONSE READINESS  

With disasters becoming more frequent, more prolonged and more complex, humanitarians must 

be prepared to launch rapid and effective responses, often to concurrent emergencies. This 

requires knowledge of existing national communications structures, and ready-to-deploy local, 

regional and global resources, partners, equipment and personnel. 

The ETC network will prepare the human capacity, technical solutions, partnerships, procedures and 

funds to initiate a coordinated response to multiple and concurrent large -scale disasters within 24 

hours from an official request, with a focus on key high-risk countries. 

After identifying and mapping communications landscapes, capacities, partners and needs, local, 

regional and global partnerships will be built. Existing technologies and processes will be 

enhanced. A global roster of inter-agency experts (fitting both traditional and new expertise 

profiles) will be identified, trained, tested and deployed. New technologies and processes will be 

tried, tested and tracked for future deployment to appropriate contexts.  Advance funding will be 

available for immediate response. 

3: INCREASED COMMUNICATIONS RESILIENCE TO DISASTERS  

Governments in affected countries are playing a stronger role in their own disaster response. At the 

same time, financial resources for response actors and humanitarian programmes are being 

stretched across multiple emergencies. When communications infrastructure is destroyed or 

damaged, governments and the response community cannot effectively communicate or 

coordinate, hampering response efforts. 
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The ETC will support governments in high-risk countries in preparing to safeguard their 

communications infrastructure, restore services in the event of their destruction or damage, and 

launch joint emergency responses with ETC members. 

The ETC will identify and engage strategically with key high risk countries. It will work with them to 

assess existing structures, actors and policies, understand gaps and broker key relationships with 

service providers. The network will facilitate resilience through advocacy, capacity building and the 

development of tools and training.  

4: COMMUNICATIONS AS AID  

When affected populations have the ability to communicate, they can make informed decisions 

affecting their survival and resources, access aid and services, protect their families and contribute 

to the humanitarian response. With people relying on communications technologies more than 

ever, the ETC has a responsibility and an opportunity to leverage its network and expertise, 

enabling more accountable humanitarian responses and empowering affected communities as 

change agents. 

The ETC network will advocate for the restoration of critical communications services for affected 

populations. It will commit to facilitating the required technical infrastructure, but not the content 

and platforms, for communication with and among affected communities in the aftermath of 

emergencies, by facilitating links between service providers, governments, humanitarian actors and 

communities.  

The ETC will leverage its network to advocate or enable others to provide these services, with a 

focus on local organisations and service providers. Interventions will provide a bridge until local 

operators have re-established their services, not duplicating or interfering with the services of local 

providers. 


