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THE DISASTER 

The earthquake, which measured 6.1 on the Richter scale according to the United States Geo-logi-cal Survey, occurred in Rustaq district, in the remote Takhar province of north-eastern Afghani-stan, at 19.03 local time (14.33 GMT according to USGS) on Wednesday, 4 February 1998. The depth of the earth-quake was 33 kilometres. The district of Rustaq is located in between N 36°50' - N 37°19' and E 69°30 - 70°07. The town of Rustaq lies at about 1,400 metres above sea level, in a earthquake-prone area, and the affected villages are on the mountains to the east and southeast of the town. Altogether some 100,000 people live in the Rustaq dis-trict. They are mainly Ta-jiks by origin and the average family size is 5,93 individuals. In February, night temperatures can be as low as minus ten degrees centi-grade and day temperatures average between zero and plus ten degrees. At the time of the earthquake, most of the inhabitants were inside their houses - the sun had set an hour earlier and people spent their time in-doors in the light of lantern (there is no electricity in Rustaq). The houses in the villages are typically made with mud walls and flat timber/mud roofs, which collapsed as a result of the shock and the following landslides. There were several after-shocks in the following days. The earthquake on 20 February was measured between 5.2 and 5.6 on the Richter scale. 

Most of the people who died lost their lives immediately when the heavy roofs collapsed. Some people died during the following days due to their injuries and cold weather as they had to stay outdoors without any shelter. Those who were injured and survived in the ruins of the houses were res-cued by their family members and neighbours in the village. Bodies were buried ac-cording local customs, after which men were sent down to Rustaq to tell about the disaster and de-struction in the vil-lages. Domestic animals had their shelter within the compounds and many of them also died in the earthquake. 

ACCESSIBILITY 

Rustaq district is remarkably remote. It lies 20 air miles to the southeast of the river Oxus (local name: Amu Darya) that marks the Afghanistan-Tajikistan border. There is no bridge over the river for more than a hundred kilometres in either direction and the only way goods can be transported across the Oxus is on rudi-mentary rafts made of wood and vehicle tyres. To the north of the river a seven-kilometre rough track leads to a check-point from which there is a reasonable road for the remaining 250 kilometres to Dushanbe. The road itself never climbs above 2,000 metres and the journey to the border takes one day by truck. 

To the south of the river the Hindu Kush mountain range rises abruptly from the flood plain. Within 20 air miles of Rustaq the mountains are already 4,000 metres high, and between Rustaq and Paki-stan the range averages over 6,000 metres. 

Three airstrips serve northeast Afghanistan, Taloqan, Fayzabad and Khwaja Ghar. Taloqan is within 12 kilometres of the active front line and hence unusable. Fayzabad is five days by truck to the east. The only airstrip within a day's drive of Rustaq is Khwaja Ghar, which despite being at only 500 metres is frequently waterlogged after snowfalls in winter. It has been important to the relief opera-tion. This strip, which although over 2,000 metres of pebbles and mud, has only a central section of 700 m that is remotely satisfactory. Bad weather makes the use of this airfield precarious and unreli-able in winter, al-lowing at best operations only three days a week. There are no navigational aids, no storage facilities and what buildings there are, have largely been destroyed during the war. Only the professionalism of the pilots allowed the required service flights to this poor airstrip. 

There are two roads from Khwaja Ghar to Rustaq, but the shorter route over the mountains is blocked by snow in winter. The longer route (120 km) has taken between 6 to 18 hours depending on the weather. On many parts of this road, there was 50 cm of mud under a layer of snow. 

Weather, geography and lack of infrastructure were not the only factors that made it very diffi-cult to reach the victims of the earthquake. The relief operation has had to work within the constraints of complex regional politics and in a country at war. At this stage of the eighteen-year civil war affecting Af-ghanistan, the Takhar province is controlled by the Northern Alliance. However, front-lines are not far away. One of them, in the nearby Kunduz area, cuts across the road to Mazar-i-Sharif. The other is situ-ated on the road to Kabul, which is 250 km from Rustaq. 

THE CHOICE OF ISLAMABAD AS COORDINATION CENTRE 

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance to Afghanistan (UNOCHA) is situated in Islamabad, Pakistan. The question of the suitability of using Islamabad as the coordination centre for this operation was raised several times with the United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) Team. Dushanbe is within 100 air miles of Rustaq, while Islamabad and Peshawar are the other side of one of the highest mountain ranges in the world. To use Islamabad would make the operation de-pendent on air trans-port during the winter. However, the UN agencies, Red Cross and non-govern-mental organisations had considerable stocks of relief supplies in Pakistan and it was important to act quickly. 

An initial mission of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assis-tance to Afghanistan (UNOCHA) and the World Food Programme (WFP) to Dushanbe, 8-11 February, which was disrupted by bad weather, showed a lack of reliable logistical means and severe bureau-cratic difficul-ties in operating from Tajikistan. It was then decided that the United Nations Develop-ment Programme (UNDP) Office in Dushanbe would only provide backstopping as and when re-quired. Even so, WFP transported its food supply for Rustaq from its warehouse near Kiurgan Tiube, Tajikistan. The Red Cross Movement and many NGOs also operated from Dushanbe. 

DISASTER NEWS SLOW TO EMERGE 

Rustaq only had radio communications with the outside world. It was even more difficult to get information from the affected villages - men were sent on foot and on donkeys to Rustaq to report what had happened in their village. It takes the whole day to reach Rustaq from the affected villages. The local authorities in Rustaq compiled the first information and tried to forward it to the Government authorities and the international community. The mobilisation of help started on Friday 6 February. Even then, in the first days and week, there was widespread uncertainty regarding access to the disaster-stricken area, type of roads and terrain, geographical distances, the extent of the damage and the nature of relief requirements. 

Bad weather, snow, mud and fog hampered the relief operations greatly. Unsurprisingly, journal-ists, unencumbered by relief supplies, were relatively fast in reaching Rustaq on 10 February and could report that, initially, only a trickle of aid had arrived to the victims. 

As a United Nations report from Rustaq dated 19 February indicated, "after a desperate first ten days...at least one truck or one small convoy was arriving every day... Nevertheless the quanti-ties in-volved were at times extremely limited". 

DISASTER COORDINATION AND RESPONSE 

The United Nations regional response was mobilised and coordinated by UNOCHA in Islamabad, with the backing by the Geneva Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). At the opera-tional level, WFP was appointed as the focal point for logistics and the provision of food in the af-fected area. The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement took over the responsibility for the delivery of non-food items and Medécins Sans Frontières (MSF) Belgium coordinated medical supplies. The UN Team Leader in Rustaq was Mr. Angus Fraser, WFP Senior Logistics Officer from Peshawar, who arrived on 12 February and is scheduled to stay until 11 March. 

After accepting OCHA's offer, UNOCHA rapidly received the support of a three-member United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) Team. 

The first initiative taken by the Deputy Coordinator of UNOCHA and WFP on 7 February was to mount a joint United Nations/NGO relief convoy from Fayzabad, Afghanistan. The United Nations agen-cies had not only offices but warehouses in this town and being their nearest base to Rustaq, it was ex-pected to become an important logistical hub for the relief operation. However, the road jour-ney proved to be much longer than anticipated (313 kms) and given the appalling weather it took the assessment team two days to arrive at Rustaq and a three-truck convoy five days. 

UNOCHA's efforts were focused on 

a) Intensified use of its fleet of three Beechcraft Kingair aircraft: 

(with a capacity of 1.4 MT, 0.7 MT and 0.7 MT respectively) for the transport of relief workers and cargo. Pilots did an excellent job in landing and taking off in very rough conditions. 

b) Support to NGO activities: 

The airlift of cargo and passengers on the UN planes was granted to NGOs free of charge and an NGO - Merlin - was placed at the head of the joint UN/NGO convoy leaving from Fayzabad on 8 February. 

c) Strengthened coordination meetings: 

The United Nations Disaster Management Team met daily in Islamabad with the active participa-tion of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and NGOs. The same happened in Kabul and Pe-shawar, from 7 February onwards. 

Pending a detailed assessment of the needs, there was consensus among the United Nations agen-cies in Islamabad that, given the large amount of goods in stock in Pakistan, it was not necessary to launch an international appeal for the provision of contributions in kind. This did not prevent donors from contrib-uting generously to the relief efforts, as the table attached in Annex 4 shows. 

The operating agencies in Rustaq immediately established coordination meetings, which took place every evening. The Government, UN, Red Cross Movement and NGOs reported their daily activities and findings and agreed the tasks for the following day. Dr. Abdullah, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Islamic State of Afghanistan, was the key person in facilitating the good coordination and cooperation among all the actors. The meetings gave a good basis for planning and follow-up of the relief activities. The participants of the meetings represented the Government, local authorities, the United Nations, the ICRC, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the Afghan Red Crescent Society, Medécins Sans Frontières (Belgium), Merlin (NGO), Acted (NGO) and later on Concern, German Agro Action, Islamic Relief (NGO) and FAO/PRB (Pamir Reconstruction Bureau). 

It was soon realised that the capacity to deliver relief supplies by air was inadequate. Snow and poor visibility grounded much too frequently both UN and ICRC flights, and even in good conditions landing at the earth-made airstrip of Khwaja Ghar was risky. The cargo capacity of UN flights was in-sufficient to meet the demand from potential donors and, above all, the needs of the victims. This prompted UNOCHA to launch, on 12 February, an appeal for US $ 2.5 million for an airdrop operation over Rustaq. This was announced in New York by the Spokesman of the Secretary-General. 

A prominent feature of the United Nations relief operation was the close cooperation with the Red Cross movement and especially the ICRC. The ICRC operation in Afghanistan is one of their largest in the world. Since the ICRC were present on such a scale and in view of the occurrence of a natural dis-aster in a conflict situation they and not the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent (Federation) took the lead for the Red Cross and Red Crescent. This was the first natural disaster in which the Red Cross movement has applied its December 1997 agreement on coordination of Red Cross activities. Preparations for the airdrop appeal were therefore made jointly between UNOCHA and ICRC. A formal request for cooperation was made jointly by the two organisations to the Gov-ernment of Pakistan. In is-suing its own appeal for a two-month relief operation, the ICRC indicated that it was working with UNOCHA in preparing a plan of action for the airdrop. 

Red Cross officials stated that cooperation with the United Nations in Rustaq was exemplary. Both the Afghan Red Crescent Society and NGOs (specifically, Medécins Sans Frontières Belgium) had been the first to arrive at the disaster site from neighbouring areas on 7 February, and maintained their pres-ence there during the most intensive relief period. 

It was agreed that the aircraft used for the air drop operation would be at the disposal of all relief op-erations. This, in fact, occurred when the ICRC chartered a Hercules L-100/30 aircraft from a commer-cial car-rier and started the air drops near Rustaq on 19 February. UNOCHA, for its part, had contacted, through the Military and Civil Defence Unit (MCDU) of OCHA Geneva, the Belgian Air Force for this purpose. 

Some donors delivered relief supplies to Rustaq by air on a bilateral basis. EMERCOM of Russia brought in a large MI-26 helicopter with a medical team and supplies. The Government of Pakistan air dropped blankets and tents. The Northern Alliance delivered goods by helicopter and Antonov 12. 

By the third week of February the air drops, donor cargo flights and food convoys from Tajikistan had substantially boosted the flow of aid to Rustaq. 

Meanwhile, in addition to the air drops, UNOCHA pursued other options to strengthen its air de-livery capacity. Negotiations with a commercial carrier to obtain an Antonov 12 aircraft had reached an ad-vanced stage when it became apparent that the contractor was unable to honour the agreement. A second contractor had then to be found and an airlift operation from Peshawar to Khwaja Ghar airstrip started on 8 March. Efforts to secure a United Nations Mission of Observers to Tajikistan (UNMOT) helicopter from Dushanbe were in the end successful, and an MI-8 helicopter was due to start operating from Rustaq mid-March. However, delays caused by bureaucratic hurdles in Dushanbe were likely. At the time of writing this report, arrangements were also being made to se-cure, for at least five days, the services of two Tajik Air helicopters. These would de-liver food to affected villages, pending the arrival of the UNMOT helicopter. The latter was urgently needed, since roads in Rustaq were obstructed by mud, preventing the use of trucks, and the distribution was being carried out by 200 donkeys. 

It goes to the credit of the Red Cross movement, NGOs and the UN that, despite all logistics con-straints and the weather, 708 MT of the following relief supplies (excluding medicines) were distributed by 4 March to the victims of the earthquake, according to the statistics compiled by the UNOCHA/UNDAC Team at Rustaq. 

	PRIVATE
Food:

	Wheat flour
	244 MT

	Wheat
	75 MT

	High protein biscuits
	5 MT

	Rice
	25 MT

	Sugar
	8 MT

	Milk-powder
	49 MT

	Oil
	12 MT

	Pulses
	15 MT

	Bread
	5 MT

	Meat/potatoes/tea/onions
	2 MT

	Total food items
	440 MT


. 

	PRIVATE
Other Relief Items:
	Qty
	Mt

	Tents
	2,262
	90

	Pieces of Plastic sheeting/Tarpaulins
	2,618
	6

	Blankets
	42,198
	55

	Quilts
	1,430
	3

	Mattresses
	100
	-

	Cooking pots/sets
	1,590
	1

	Bales of clothing
	418
	12

	Stoves
	951
	10

	Pairs of shoes
	2,420
	0.4

	Coal bags
	2,373
	83

	Jerricans
	410
	-

	Wood
	-
	1.8

	Soap
	-
	5.8

	Total non-food items
	-
	268

	Grand Total, food and non-food
	-
	708 MT


In early March, the weather continued to hamper relief operations. However, there was a large supply - even an over supply - of medicines in Rustaq. The Red Cross movement started to scale-down its ac-tivities and MSF planned to leave Rustaq, since there no longer were patients with injuries related to the earthquake. It was estimated that by mid-March the immediate emergency phase would be over. 

A chronology of significant events from 4 February to 10 March is reflected in Annex 2. 

CASUALTIES AND NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

A few days after the earthquake, the local authorities quickly provided the preliminary working fig-ures which they collected from villagers coming down to Rustaq town from the affected villages. These figures gave a good base for the planning of relief and health activi-ties for the different agencies. 

Later on the authorities sent teams of teachers to assess the situation in villages. According to their findings, the population in the villages before the earthquake was estimated as 32'000 (5'400 families). Some 17'600 people live in the nine most severely damaged villages (Ghanj, Sar-i-Ghar, Khoja Khayr Ab, Kuzer, Jarael, Baghe Hisar, Ganda Chesma, Khal Darra and Be Khah). In the five villages suffering me-dium damages (Dewary, Dasht-i-Chenar, Bandel, Dashtak-I-Ulya and Tut) there are 5'100 inhabi-tants. In the other ten villages live 9'400 people. The town of Rustaq (estimated 50'000 inhabitants) was not af-fected. 

Altogether about 400 people were treated because of the earthquake by the medical per-sonnel of mo-bile clinics in the villages or in the Rustaq hospital. In Rustaq hospital there were 2'000 outpatients, of which 43% presented earthquake related trauma. A to-tal of 190 patients was admitted to the hos-pital be-cause of the earthquake. Out of these inpatients 12,5% suffered from fractures (open and close frac-tures), 22 % from burns, general injuries 26% and blunt trauma 39,5%. Out of the number of in-patients 71% were above 15 years and 29% under. Mobile clinics in villages and cen-tres for dis-placed people saw 1'139 patients. Earthquake related cases were 206 which is 18% of all. Four of these people were referred to the hospital. The authorities' assessment teams estimated that altogether 818 people suffered injuries from the earthquake and 2'323 people lost their lives. 

Local authorities report 8'094 buildings destroyed or damaged and 6'725 livestock killed during the earthquake. Local authorities are concerned about the risk to water sources caused by the unburied car-casses. Destruction to the agricultural land will be estimated in the coming spring. 

The assessment was an ongoing effort of all the relief and medical agencies working in the area. Due to the difficulties in accessing the affected villages it was decided to start the assistance based on the preliminary information received from the villages and collect all the time information on the demographic data, disaster effects and needs. Local authorities decided to send properly organised assessment teams after the relief agencies collected information which proved that the preliminary data was not accurate enough. The UN team used a technique that was based on the information given by the interviewed elders per mosques in the villages. This information was then compared with the information received from the leaders. 

SECURITY CONSTRAINTS 

There were no direct or indirect war-related threats to aid field workers during the reporting pe-riod. However, security concerns influenced decisions on logistics and access to the disaster site. For in-stance, road access from Mazar-i-Sharif through the front-line in Kunduz had to be ruled out. An ef-fort to bring a large convoy of relief supplies on land from Kabul failed. A ceiling of eight for United Nations staff in Rustaq was imposed and security-related procedures for the movement of UN staff in the area were applied. 

Bureaucratic delays occurred at the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan, adding to the lo-gistical complications of having to load food and relief supplies on rafts crossing the Oxus (Amu-Darya) river. The reluctance of air carriers to land in Afghanistan and high prices because of the war, con-ditioned the effectiveness of the entire logistical operation. 

COMMUNICATIONS 

Because the Rustaq district was so remote from the other operational centres of the relief work, it was of utmost importance to have good telecommunications from there. The area does not have an electricity network nor any kind of telecommunication network. At the beginning of the UN operation there were satphones from WFP and UNHCR. The use of the generator without a voltage stabiliser caused a surge to the latter and made it unusable. The UNDAC team brought three satphones to the operation: one of them received a surge, one had a flat battery and needed generator power, one became useless during transport. There was only one satphone for the UN which worked properly. 

A major problem for the telecommunication systems was the lack of continuous generator power due to water contamination of the fuel. Fax communication from Rustaq to other parties was possible after 22 February, when the fax machine was received and installed with the working satphone. At that time, it was still impossible to receive any written information in Rustaq. 

The HF radio station with SITOR was established on 24 February and it was used to send the basic reports between Rustaq and Islamabad. However the computer running SITOR software received a surge from the generator and was sent to Islamabad for repair. Daily reports were then sent by fax to Islamabad. On 27 February the simplex VHF radios were received by the UN team and after that the telecommunication between different locations in the town of Rustaq was easier. 

With regard to reporting by the UN team to Islamabad, initially several channels were used. The UNDAC team member reported to the Resident Coordinator and the UNDAC Team. 

There was infrequent communication between the offices of the Islamabad and Dushanbe Resi-dent Coordinators. 

THE ROLE OF UNDAC 

On Saturday, 7 February OCHA - Geneva offered to the United Nations Resident Coordina-tor in Islamabad the dispatch of a United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) Team to Dushanbe. After consulting the United Nations Resident Coordinator in Tajikistan, on Mon-day, 9 Febru-ary the Coordinator accepted the offer, on the understanding that the team would be based in Islamabad, the main coordination centre for the relief operation, as well as in Peshawar. 

The three-member UNDAC team (consisting of Mr. Fabrizio Gentiloni, Team Leader, Mr. Kalle Löövi and Mr. Kjell Madsen) arrived in Islamabad on 11 February and was cordially received by UNOCHA. They were briefed on the earthquake and the disaster response by the Resident Coordi-nator and began working immediately. The UNDAC team participated in regular Disaster Manage-ment Team (DMT) and interagency meetings. On the request of the UN Resident Coordinator in Is-lamabad, two team members went to Peshawar on 12 February to liaise and coordinate with NGOs. The NGO coordinating body ACBAR had their bi-monthly general assembly with the Resident Coor-dinator and UNDAC mem-bers were given the opportunity to present UNDAC and explain their mission. 

One UNDAC team member (Mr. Kalle Löövi) returned the day after to Islamabad to be on standby for Rustaq. He managed to leave on 15 February and reached Rustaq the day after. His task was to support the UN Team Leader and in particular to assist in information collection, coordination, reporting and liaising with the UNOCHA office in Islamabad. As soon as he established fax communication, he was able to send regular field reports, including distribution tables. The UNDAC member acted as a focal point of gathering and verifying information on assessment, needs and distributions for all relief agencies in the affected area. Every day all teams visiting villages and distributing relief items reported their findings and distribution statistics to the UNDAC member. Reports from the consolidated database were shared with local authorities and all agencies involved in relief activities. The UNDAC Team member left Rustaq on 1 March and reached Islamabad on 4 March, after getting stranded in Khwaja Ghar due to bad weather. 

Two UNDAC members remained in Islamabad to assist the Resident Coordinator. They pro-vided advice and helped organise the disaster response, backstopping the team in Rustaq and collect-ing data on relief activities. They also liaised with OCHA Geneva and other cooperation partners, es-pecially those in Peshawar. They helped set up logistics arrangements, establish a filing system and track contributions. A table on international donor response to the earthquake is shown in Annex 2. Although it was known that the UN agencies and the NGOs were holding large supplies of relief items available for the relief opera-tion, the exact quantities, their location and the identity of the relief agency were not clear. Therefore the UNDAC team developed special forms for the collection of data on relief items in the pipeline, in stock and distributed. When cooperation partners re-turned these forms duly filled in, the data were consolidated and shared with everyone in need of this information. UNDAC also developed forms for the collection of information on the relief requirements. 

UNOCHA and UNDAC worked together as a team in the planning and launching of the air drop appeal. UNDAC was also instrumental in obtaining the approval of the UNOG Contracts Com-mittee for the air lift operation. This approval was given with a commendable promptness. 

On 18 February the two UNDAC members in Islamabad took part in a meeting with the vis-iting Under Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs who was briefed on the earthquake and the disaster re-sponse. 

On 21 February the UNDAC team was reinforced by a fourth member (Dr. Gilbert Greenall). He went to Peshawar on 23 February to assist the UNOCHA office in their work with ICRC on the air drop operation. He also took over the liaison function with the NGOs there. 

Both Dr. Greenall and the Team Leader inspected the Khwaja Ghar airstrip and the Team Leader in-spected the Fayzabad airstrip. 

As confirmed by the Resident Coordinator of UNOCHA and his Deputy, the UNDAC team helped fill a gap of expertise and capacity which was clearly needed at the time of their arrival. On their departure the structures for continued disaster response were in place and the coordination proce-dures were established. 

The UNDAC mission was given all possible support to carry out their work, UNOCHA ar-ranged transport, communications, office facilities and accommodation. 

As the immediate emergency phase was approaching its end, and in agreement with the acting UNOCHA Coordinator, two UNDAC members left for Geneva on 4 March. The Team Leader and the remaining UNDAC member left for Geneva on 6 March. 

UNDAC MISSION TO TAJIKISTAN 

Following consultations between the OCHA and the United Nations Resident Coordinator in Dushanbe about the possibility of sending a second UNDAC team there from Geneva, the team leader and one UNDAC mem-ber as well as the UNOCHA Desk Officer went to Tajikistan from Islamabad on 26 February and returned the fol-lowing day. The purpose of this mission was to facilitate cooperation between UNOCHA and the UN Resident Coordinator in Tajikistan and to review options for use of helicopter transport from there to Rustaq. 

The UN Resident Coordinator in Tajikistan explained his response to the offer of UNDAC as-sis-tance, and the decision to use his office as backup only for UNOCHA Islamabad. He gave the fol-lowing reasons: 

· uncertainty regarding the political and security situation in the country 

· elaborate and unreliable decision-making process 

· lack of stocks and volatility of the local market for the purchase of relief supplies


The mission provided and received information on relief operations and reviewed communication links, including radio frequencies with Rustaq. The Russian Ambassador gave an exhaustive briefing on the Russian contributions to the disaster (including the proposal for a field hospital) and was asked for support in trucking capacity and fuel. NGOs at a coordination meeting in the UNDP Office (attended by WFP, UNDP, UNOCHA, OCHA/UNDAC, ICRC, Federation, Merlin and Mercy Corps International) noted the gradual phasing out of Red Cross emergency relief activities at the disaster site. The Afghan Ambassador expressed concern on a possible double counting of contributions (for example, from the do-nor source and the NGO concerned) and on the use of donations for replenish-ment of stocks. 

The operational and financing modalities for the planned use of the UNMOT MI-8 helicopter were re-viewed with the UNMOT Chief Administrator. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

As the United Nations Under Secretary-General Sergio Vieira de Mello pointed out during his visit to Is-lama-bad, the response to the Rustaq earthquake was dependent on a long list of complicating factors: the re-moteness and inaccessibility of the disaster area, inclement weather blocking air operations and rendering roads impassable, and regional conflict making the crossing of borders and front-lines diffi-cult, slow or impossible. It is precisely for these reasons that lessons learnt from this disaster are use-ful for improving future disaster response. 

What follows below is a preliminary list of our observations: 

a) The devotion and rapid response of UNOCHA staff under the leadership of the Coordinator and the Deputy Coordinator despite the limited resources available deserve the fullest praise. 

b) The excellent cooperation in Rustaq and in the region with the Red Cross movement, particularly with the ICRC, and NGOs has been quoted as a model, which could and should be applied to fu-ture disas-ters. 

c) It goes to the credit of the Red Cross movement, NGOs and the UN that, despite all constraints, 708 MT of relief supplies were distributed to the victims within one month from the occurrence of the earthquake. 

d) Coordination meetings and handling of the press were effective in Islamabad, Peshawar, Dushanbe, Kabul and Rustaq. In Islamabad, UNOCHA played a vital role in convening and chairing daily UN Disaster Man-agement Team meetings with the strong participation of the ICRC. 

e) In Rustaq, the openness and active atmosphere of the operational coordination meetings were exceptionally good and most important to the success of the relief operation. 

f) It is important to maintain a focal point for all the information coming from operational area to any support centre.The use of too many channels of information may be counterproductive to the effectiveness of the operation. 

g) The difficult access to the area increased the importance of good communications prior to any decisions on operational matters. Problems encountered with telecommunication equipment hampered these communications. 

h) UN officials with managerial responsibilities in the field should be provided with adequate cash funds and delegation of authority to spend them for relief purposes, on the understanding that they would be fully accountable for these expenditures at the end of the relief operation. 

i) If the United Nations had chartered a helicopter from Dushanbe at an early stage it would have made a considerable difference to the speed of assessment and response. However, non-UNMOT helicopters available in Dushanbe did not have airworthiness certificates compatible with UN regulations on transport of UN staff. 

j) OCHA Geneva should establish and maintain a register of commercial aviation companies (with a proven track record) that have the capability to airdrop. 

k) OCHA Geneva should establish and maintain a register of reliable commercial aviation companies able to carry out emergency airlifts. The UNDAC Team should include a sufficient number of ex-perts in this field, to be deployed when the need arises. 

l) If prior agreements had existed with donor countries for the provision of aircraft, air delivery of relief supplies might have been accelerated. OCHA/MCDU could assist in the future. 

m) An UNDAC Team can be of use to the UN Resident Coordinator in a country, even though it is not the primary coordination point for the relief operation. 

n) An effort was made by OCHA to ensure the presence of UNDAC in both Islamabad and Dushanbe. If UNDAC had been present in both countries, it could have taken a larger role in fa-cilitating the deliv-ery of relief to the victims. This was one of the key challenges of this operation. 

o) More briefings could be provided to Resident Coordinators on the services which an UNDAC team can offer. 

p) There is a need to provide for emergency rehabilitation of housing and water systems which were destroyed during the earthquake as well as to repair the roads which for the first time were under heavy use for trucking in the relief operation. 

q) Efforts should be made to build up, within UNOCHA, regional and local disaster preparedness capacity, in order to facilitate and speed up response from neighbouring countries and Afghanistan. 
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ANNEX 2 

Chronology 

The first week (6-12 February) 

Friday 6 February 

· First news of the earthquake received at the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Hu-mani-tarian Assistance to Afghanistan (UNOCHA), Islamabad, from Kabul, Fayzabad, Dushanbe and Geneva.

· International appeal by the Islamic State of Afghanistan (Permanent Mission at the United Nations in New York) to the UN, governments, the ICRC, international relief agencies, NGOs for medicines, food, blankets, fuel and tents. The appeal quotes 4,000 deaths, 15,000 homeless, six villages destroyed.

· OCHA issues its first report on the disaster from Geneva, informing that an assessment team of the Tajikistan Red Crescent and the Federation has left Dushanbe for the disaster area. 


Saturday 7 February 

· Three-day truce announced by Taliban forces in order to permit the delivery of aid to the victims.

· The Afghan Red Crescent Society and MSF Belgium (a doctor and a nurse) arrive to the disaster af-fected area from the town of Taloqan with 550 blankets and medical supplies. It is reported that 3,281 dead have already been buried.

· Deputy Coordinator of UNOCHA flies to Fayzabad with the WFP Deputy Country Director to or-ganise an assessment team and a relief convoy to Rustaq.

· First coordination meetings between the UN, the Red Cross and NGOs take place in Islamabad, Pe-shawar and Kabul.

· The UN Resident Coordinator in Islamabad is offered by OCHA Geneva the services of an UNDAC team which would be dispatched to Dushanbe.


Sunday 8 February 

· An assessment and relief team consisting of UNOCHA, WFP, WHO, Merlin (Team Leader) and Af-ghanaid departs from Fayzabad (313 kms from Rustaq) with three trucks of WFP food (19.5 MT), tents, blankets, plastic sheeting and stoves.

· After returning to Islamabad from Fayzabad, UNOCHA Deputy Coordinator and WFP Deputy Coun-try Director fly to Dushanbe to coordinate assessment and relief operations, as well as to re-view logis-tical options from there. First effort to make an helicopter assessment trip to Rustaq fails due to bu-reaucratic difficulties in Dushanbe.

· First Red Cross landing at Khwaja Ghar airstrip with medical supplies.

· Fighting reported in Bangi District, near Khwaja Ghar.


Monday 9 February 

· A C-130 Hercules plane from the Pakistan Airforce with blankets and tents manages to land in Khwaja Ghar airstrip but is damaged on takeoff.

· In Dushanbe, second effort of UNOCHA and WFP to assess damage at Rustaq by helicopter fails due to bad weather.

· UN Humanitarian Coordinator, Islamabad, accepts offer to dispatch UNDAC team, on the under-standing that the team will be based in Islamabad and Peshawar.


Tuesday 10 February 

· UN(Afghan staff)/NGO assessment team arrives to Rustaq from Fayzabad. It had departed on 8 Feb-ruary. It will take a further two days for the supplies to arrive.

· Third effort to visit Rustaq by helicopter from Dushanbe fails due to bad weather.


Wednesday 11 February 

· UNOCHA/WFP mission returns from Dushanbe. UNDAC team arrives in Islamabad.

· No flights to Khwaja Ghar due to bad weather.


Thursday, 12 February: 

· Arrival in Rustaq of UN Team Leader (WFP), accompanied by an international UNHCR staff mem-ber, followed four days later (16 February) by an UNDAC team member.

· First UN relief flight lands in Khwaja Ghar (earlier flights had landed in Fayzabad).

· ICRC plane with a capacity of 1.4 MT gets damaged on takeoff from Khwaja Ghar airstrip.

· Fighting reported in Qala-e-Zal District of Kunduz Province.


The second week (13-20 February) 

Sunday 15 February 

· Planned departure of ICRC/UN/NGO relief convoy from Kabul (subsequently cancelled).


Tuesday 17/Wednesday 18 February 

· WFP 50 MT food convoy which left Fayzabad on 11 February arrives in Rustaq.

· On 18 February Merlin/MSF Belgium start vaccination campaign against measles in Rustaq.

· Helicopter to visit to Rustaq by Dutch Minister for Development Cooperation Jan Pronk cancelled due to bad weather.


Thursday 19 February 

· First ICRC airdrop of relief supplies over Rustaq (13 MT of blankets, tarpaulins, cooking sets and soap).


Friday 20 February 

· First 81 MT WFP food convoy, which had left Kiurgan Tiube, Tajikistan, on 16 February, arrives in Rustaq.

· New earthquake hits mountain area south east of Fayzabad. Tremor felt in Islamabad, among other cities.


21 February - 10 March 

Sunday 22 February 

· Helicopter visit to Rustaq by UN Under Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs Sergio Vieira de Mello cancelled due to bad weather.


Wednesday 25 February 

· Second 71 MT WFP food convoy arrives in Rustaq from Tajikistan.

· UNDAC member to Peshawar to coordinate airlift


Thursday 26/Friday 27 February 

· UNDAC and UNOCHA mission to Dushanbe.

· UNDAC member to Khwaja Ghar from Peshawar

· Antonov 12 of the Northern Alliance lands in Khwaja Ghar with relief supplies from Pakistan. Air-craft bogged in mud during taxiing, temporarily blocking the airstrip.


Saturday 28 February 

· The first try by of one UNDAC member to depart from Rustaq to Khwaja Ghar. Return of one UNDAC member from Peshawar.


Sunday 1 March 

· Departure of the UNDAC member from Rustaq to Khwaja Ghar. ICRC plane could not land.

· Expected arrival in Rustaq of third WFP 74 MT food convoy from Tajikistan.


Monday 2 March 

· The ICRC plane could not land in Khwaja Ghar. UNDAC member and few Red Cross personnel stranded.


Tuesday 3 March 

· UNDAC member still unable to leave from Khwaja Ghar. More Red Cross personnel waiting for air-lift.


Wednesday 4 March 

· UN Air Operations waited possible window in cloudy and snowy weather and sent a plane to evacuate the personnel. The UN pilots managed to come under the cloud base and collect all seven passengers (5 ICRC, 1 Norwegian Red Cross, 1 UNDAC).


Friday 6 March 

· Departure of team leader and UNDAC member from Islamabad.


Sunday 8 March 

· Airlift of rubbhall and 12.5 MT of sugar and pulses from Peshawar to Khwaja Ghar airstrip.

· First shipment of relief supplies to disaster areas by Tajik Air helicopter (hired by UN).


Tuesday 10 March 

· Airlift of vehicles and food to Khwaja Ghar airstrip (3 scheduled flights). 

· OCHA Information Meeting in Geneva for donor and agency representatives, including UNDAC team, Disaster Response Branch and ICRC presentations.

