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‘Information is a vital form of aid in itself…Disaster affected people need 
information as much as water, food, medicine or shelter. Information 
can save lives, livelihoods and resources.’ 

World Disasters Report, 2005 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

 

 



 
Information to save lives 
 
Timely, relevant information can spell the difference between life and death when disasters 
strike. Survivors need to know where health clinics have been set up or where food is being 
distributed. They need to know how to trace missing relatives, find shelter and get clean 
water. But in many emergencies, such information is limited for those who need it most. 
 
Thomson Reuters Foundation proposes to tackle this problem with the creation of an 
Emergency News Agency (ENA). The concept is simple: deploy highly mobile reporting teams 
to disaster zones to disseminate fast, reliable information to affected populations. 
 
The ENA will untangle the often chaotic information flows from governments, international 
agencies and domestic aid players, producing trustworthy material in local languages for 
distribution by domestic media, cell phone networks and other methods appropriate to 
circumstances. 
 
 

Why Thomson Reuters Foundation? 

 
Thomson Reuters Foundation (www.foundation.reuters.com) is a registered charity that aims 
to provide trusted emergency news and professional support to connect relief organisations, 
funders and the media. For more than 25 years, it has promoted the highest standards of 
journalism globally through training and development. After the 1994 Rwanda genocide, it set 
up Reuters AlertNet (www.alertnet.org), a leading humanitarian news website, to improve 
information flows from underreported emergencies. AlertNet has since built an alliance of 
more than 400 international aid agencies from about 100 countries. Those relationships – 
along with AlertNet’s expertise in humanitarian reporting and the Reuters global network of 
196 news bureaux – make us uniquely positioned to fill critical information gaps in crisis 
situations. 
 
 

The nature of the problem 
 
Sudden crises often cripple communications. Transport links may be shattered and villages 
and towns cut off. Local media may be incapacitated and telecommunications networks 
destroyed. In some countries, media may be underdeveloped or infrastructure lacking in the 
first place. Even when systems are working, authorities and aid agencies can be slow to 
connect with them. “Beneficiary communications”, to use the jargon, are just not high on the 
priority lists of many relief responders. 
 
For affected communities, the results are serious: 
 

• People don’t know how to get help 

• They can feel lost and abandoned 

• They are poorly informed of risks and health hazards 

• Rumours, myths and false information go unchecked 

• People aren’t empowered to make good decisions 

• Communities have no influence over the aid response 
 
In mid-2008, Thomson Reuters Foundation commissioned an independent study examining 
exactly why information often fails to reach affected communities

1
. Based on extensive desk 

research and interviews with almost 40 aid professionals, the report identified alarming gaps 
and concluded that an entity such as the ENA could play a key role in filling those gaps. 
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 See ‘Emergency News Agency: Initial Scoping Report’ (October 2008) 



 
In a separate case study, Thomson Reuters Foundation interviewed key players from the 
2005 Pakistan earthquake response about the extent to which information flowed after the 
disaster

2
. The report showed that many survivors were left totally in the dark and analysed the 

reasons for this. It also suggested opportunities for surmounting the obstacles. Again, the 
overwhelming conclusion was that the ENA concept would have made a big difference. 
 
In September 2008, Thomson Reuters Foundation road tested the ENA concept at Triplex, a 
biennial Scandinavian humanitarian exercise that allows international relief players to respond 
to a simulated natural disaster

3
. The exercise highlighted a widespread failure by aid 

agencies to prioritise beneficiary communications, particularly when it came to working with 
local media to get their messages out. 
 
 

 
 
 

What do people need to know? 
 
People caught up in a crisis are not helpless victims but the first line of response. As such, 
they deserve the best information possible to allow them to make good decisions and 
minimise the impact of a crisis. The following kinds of questions need urgent answers. 
 
Information about what’s happened: 
 

• What exactly has occurred? 

• What’s the scale? Which areas have been hit? 

• How many people have been affected? 

• What transport links are working? 

• What alternative routes can I take? 

• What community structures are still in place? 

• Where are members of my family? What has happened to them? 
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 See ‘Emergency News Agency Case Study: Information flows after the 2005 South Asia earthquake’ 

(August 2008) 
3
 See ‘Triplex 2008: Road testing the Emergency News Agency concept’ (September 2008) 



 
Information about direct repercussions: 
 

• Where is safe? Where is secure? 

• Should I move somewhere else? If so, where? 

• What other risks might I face because of what’s happened? 

• What special precautions must I take for myself and my family? 
 
Information about aid: 
 

• What help is available form the government? 

• What help is available from humanitarian organisations? 

• What do I need to do to get aid? 

• What rules, regulation and criteria exist? 

• Where can I access medical care? 

• Where can I get food? 

• Where can I find clean water? 

• Where can I find shelter? 

• Where can I receive vaccinations for myself and my family? 

• What are my rights? 

• What special protection is there for women, children, the elderly and orphans? 

• What are the plans for relief? What are the plans for rehabilitation? 

• Who can help me trace missing family members? 

• Why are some villages getting aid while others aren’t? 
 
 

The ENA solution 
 
 
Thomson Reuters aims to lend its core strengths of speed, accuracy and neutrality to get 
critical information flowing immediately after disasters. Within hours of a crisis, teams of 
specialist AlertNet reporters will arrive in disaster zones. Supported by an in-country 
operations centre, Reuters News bureaux in the region and the AlertNet team in London, 
these reporters will start channelling vital information directly to affected communities. 
 
Our teams will sift, collate and make sense of the many information streams generated by a 
big humanitarian intervention. They will interface with governments, the military, the United 
Nations, international NGOs and local charities. Their reporting will be tailored to the specific 
needs of affected populations and translated into local languages. 
 
A key secondary goal is the development of local media capacity – through training, 
mentoring and engagement with suitable partners – to allow local actors to take over and 
continue the work of the ENA after the initial emergency phase is over. 
 
 
 

How will information be disseminated? 
 
Every crisis is different and methods will depend on circumstances. Mobile phone networks 
are often the last communications channels to go down and the first to be restored. Our 
research suggests the huge potential for SMS texting, Cell Broadcasting and FM radio 
transmission in disaster situations. It also shows there is no “magic bullet” for crisis 
communications, and that low-tech approaches will have to supplement high-tech solutions. 
 
The ENA toolkit is likely to include the following (the list is far from exhaustive): 
 



Information products for local media: The ENA will produce vernacular reports for local 
radio, TV and newspapers to disseminate or adapt. These could be delivered to media outlets 
via internet, mobile phone, fax or hard copy. 
 
Remote information terminals: These are low-cost computer terminals to be distributed en 
masse to affected villages, local NGOs, media outlets etc. Terminals will be wind-up or solar-
powered laptops capable of being connected to mobile or satellite phones. With minimal 
training, local people can set up the terminals and use them to gain critical information about 
relief efforts or trace relatives. 
 
Mobile phone distributions: In many crisis situations, SMS messaging is possible even 
when other communications are destroyed or overloaded. The distribution of thousands of 
low-cost handsets to community leaders, NGO volunteers and members of the local media 
could create a “bush telegraph” effect and allow two-way interaction with beneficiaries. 
 
Recorded information bulletins: Mobile phone users will be able to dial in to regularly 
updated, local-language bulletins giving the latest information on health, shelter, government 
response and so on.  
 
Zero-tech solutions: Megaphones, posters, leaflet drops, bulletin boards, community 
newsletters… 
 
 

 

 
Key principles 
 
Underlying everything the ENA does will be the Thomson Reuters Trust Principles, which 
guarantee our commitment to integrity, independence and freedom from bias. In addition, the 
following principles will guide the project: 

 
High impact, low warning: We will respond to sudden natural disasters that overwhelm local 
capacity to cope. 



 
Always on call: We will deploy at a moment’s notice when disaster strikes. 
 
Flexible, modular, adaptable: Every emergency is different and the methods we use will be 
adapted to circumstances. 
 
Avoid duplication: We recognise that other groups are involved to some degree in 
communicating with affected populations. We don’t want to reinvent the wheel and aim to 
reinforce and empower their efforts. 
 
Multi-way communications: While our main focus is to get vital information to affected 
communities, we also recognise the importance of giving survivors a voice. 
 
Always learning: With every disaster, we will look carefully at how we can do things better 
next time. 
 

 
Laying the groundwork 
 
The ENA will be nimble enough to deploy at instant notice. It will also have the clout and 
expertise to make maximum impact. Reuters News is a world leader in covering crises. Skills 
honed over our 150 year history will lie at the heart of the ENA. 
 
Success will also depend on laying the groundwork – as far as possible – in disaster-prone 
countries before catastrophes strike. This means working with governments, aid agencies and 
local media to ensure we don’t reinvent the wheel with every disaster. A lot of this preparatory 
work will be done by AlertNet regional hubs located in the following cities: 
 
Nairobi  East and Southern Africa 
Dakar  West Africa 
New Delhi South and Central Asia 
Bangkok Southeast and East Asia 
Bogota  Latin America and Caribbean 
London Europe and Middle East 
 
AlertNet’s hub coordinators will forge relationships with key players in countries on their 
patch, ensuring systems are in place for rapid deployment. When a disaster hits, they will 
travel immediately to the area. Their first tasks will be to set up operations centres, hire local 
translators and support staff and liaise with authorities, local media and civil society groups. 
Coordinators will be skilled journalists able to reinforce AlertNet’s reporting teams once they 
arrive. 
 
 

How will the ENA be structured? 
 
The ENA will have a footprint both at capital level (where much of the aid effort is 
coordinated) and in the field (the “coal face” of the relief effort). Our operations centres will 
ensure robust communications with headquarters in London, ENA field offices and remote 
information terminals. They will also be well connected to government and aid agency 
networks and other sources of information. 
 
The ENA will be staffed by specialist reporters from the AlertNet team in London, reinforced 
as necessary by veteran freelance journalists (all of them ex-Reuters) who will form a pool of 
on-call contractors. 
 
 



‘Multi-way’ communications 
 
While our main purpose is to get life-saving information to affected populations, we also 
recognise the importance of giving survivors a voice. “Multi-way” communications offer a 
chance to hold the aid effort up to scrutiny, to make sure relief efforts match the real needs on 
the ground. 
 
The ENA might also play a role in field data collection, working with partners with expertise in 
conducting surveys and polls. Our commitment to multi-way communications might also help 
aid agencies better coordinate their activities. 
 

Targeting vulnerable groups 
 
Women, children, the elderly and disabled – all are especially vulnerable after disasters. Yet 
they are often the last to receive critical information. As far as possible, ENA will work with 
local players to make sure content gets to those who need it most. 
 

Constructive partnerships 
 
We know that a range of players are already active, to a greater or lesser degree, in 
communicating with affected populations. The success of the ENA will depend on 
constructive partnerships with leaders in their fields, whether technology, communications, 
media development or humanitarian aid. Our goal is to stimulate action around a common 
purpose. 
 
By working alongside – but independently from – governmental, military, U.N., 
nongovernmental and private-sector players, we aim to leverage Thomson Reuters’ 
professional skills for the maximum benefit of all concerned.  
 
 

 

 



Which crises? 

 
High impact, low warning – we use a straightforward formula to decide which crises to 
respond to. We will deploy in sudden-onset emergencies where information infrastructure is 
underdeveloped or has been destroyed and the local capacity to respond has been 
overwhelmed, triggering international relief efforts. 
 
Initially our focus will be limited to natural disasters – earthquakes, tsunamis, floods, 
hurricanes, droughts, volcanoes... 
 
Some recent emergencies where lack of information proved deadly: 
 

Crisis Year Human impact 

Indian Ocean tsunami 2004 230,000 dead or missing, 2.1 million displaced 

India/Pakistan earthquake 2005 73,000 killed, 3.5 million homeless 

West Africa famine 2005 8 million faced catastrophic food shortages 

Myanmar cyclone 2008 134,000 dead or missing, 2.4 million affected 

China earthquake 2008 87,000 dead or missing, 5 million homeless 

 
 
 

For how long? 
 
The typical disaster cycle is outlined below. The ENA’s core efforts will be geared towards the 
immediate post-disaster and short-term relief phases, although we also recognise the 
potential for eventually playing a role in the pre-disaster stage (early warning). Deployment 
might last anywhere from three weeks to three months. 
 
As relief efforts are winding down, we will shift focus to building up local media capacity with a 
view to handing over to appropriate partners who can cover the recovery and reconstruction 
stages. 
 

Pre-disaster Preparations, early warning, evacuations... 

Immediate post-disaster Life-saving operations, search and rescue, critical health care... 

Short-term relief Food, medicine, shelter... 

Recovery Start rebuilding of communities, education, local government, 
health structures... 

Reconstruction Rehabilitation and full reconstruction... 

 
 

Pro bono services 
 
While the ENA is focused on news and information, Thomson Reuters Foundation will also 
leverage the full range of professional expertise of its staff and corporate partners for the 
benefit of affected populations and relief responders. Employees with special skills will form a 
“talent pool” of volunteers to be called upon as appropriate. We will also set up programmes 
to enable lawyers, accountants and other specialists to provide pro bono services to local 
communities and NGOs. 
 



 
 

Trust.org 
 
Thomson Reuters Foundation will soon launch a new website – www.trust.org – to serve as 
a gateway for all its activities. The Emergency News Agency and AlertNet will be core 
components of the new site. Trust.org will provide a single point of access for aid 
professionals, journalists, pro bono service providers, donors and members of the public. 
Telecommunications allowing, it could also serve as a powerful resource centre for 
communities affected by disasters. 
 

AIDfund 
 
In many disasters, roll-out of the ENA will coincide with activation of AIDfund, an independent 
fund that provides instant financial support to humanitarian organisations working on the 
frontline of relief. AIDfund disburses cash grants for specific aid projects in the critical first few 
days of an emergency.  
 
Administered by Thomson Reuters Foundation and an independent panel of aid experts, it will 
allow responsible companies to quickly channel money to the most deserving projects. A 
hundred percent of companies’ donations will go to selected projects, and funds will usually 
reach the crisis zone within a week. Companies will also pay a membership fee, part of which 
will go towards monitoring and evaluation of how AIDfund money is spent, as well as to 
organise pro bono legal services for affected populations. We are exploring whether the ENA 
might also play a role in the monitoring and evaluation. 

 
What next? 
 
AlertNet has already begun setting up regional hubs and laying the groundwork for ENA. We 
have finished our initial scoping projects. The next step is to conduct a thorough test case the 



next time a major disaster hits. The goal is to come up with a final scoping study and a 
definitive field manual for future operations.  
Thomson Reuters Foundation is also interested in exploring potential partnerships with 
leaders in telecommunications, logistics, computing and humanitarian relief. 
 

 
 

Emergency News Agency at a glance 

 

What is the Emergency News Agency? 
 

A highly mobile team of specialist reporters dedicated to getting life-saving information to 
people caught up in disasters. We will deploy to emergency zones as soon as a 
catastrophe strikes, reporting on relief efforts and getting crucial information to affected 
populations. 
 

Why is it needed? 
 

Our research clearly shows that affected communities are often the last to receive critical 
information. This may be because communications and infrastructure are lacking or 
because relief responders have other priorities. 
 

Why Thomson Reuters Foundation? 
 

Because we see a need and know we can meet it. For 25 years, the Foundation has 
pioneered media development. Our award-winning humanitarian website, 
www.alertnet.org, leads an alliance of the world’s leading aid agencies. And our network of 
196 Reuters News bureaux gives us unique global reach. 
 

What sort of information? 
 

Critical information to save and sustain life. This includes practical information on how to 
get assistance and how to avoid hazards. People need to know what the authorities are 
doing and what they can expect from aid agencies. They need reliable information to make 
decisions about how to help themselves. 
 

How will information be disseminated? 
 

Through the most effective means given the circumstances. High-tech and low-tech 
approaches will both be essential. Radio and SMS text messaging are likely to be powerful 
tools, along with good old fashioned megaphones, leaflets and community bulletin boards. 
 

Which emergencies? 
 

We use a simple formula: high impact, low warning. In other words sudden disasters that 
overwhelm local capacity to cope. We will initially only deal with natural disasters like 
hurricanes, floods, earthquakes and tsunami, but may one day intervene in conflicts too. 
 

How long will we deploy? 
 

Only for the emergency phase of the disaster – typically no longer than three months. 
Once relief starts giving way to reconstruction, it’s time to hand over to local media 
partners. That’s why we stress training and media development as part of our work. 
 



 
 
 
 

Case study: Pakistan earthquake 
 

On Oct. 8, 2005, a massive earthquake struck Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province 
and Kashmir, killing 73,000 people and leaving 3.5 million homeless. South Asia’s worst 
earthquake in a century triggered a global aid operation in remote Himalayan terrain. A 
dizzying array of actors – military, governmental, U.N. and non-governmental – came 
together with varying degrees of coordination in one of the most challenging relief 
operations in history. 
 
In the scramble to save lives, information was sometimes as critical as jerry cans and tent 
canvass. Survivors needed to know where to get food, water, shelter and medical care. 
They needed advice on how to minimise the dangers of aftershocks and cut the risk of 
disease. Good information was the key to tracing lost relatives and weathering the 
approaching winter. As the relief phase moved to reconstruction, it was central to 
rebuilding livelihoods and coping with the psychosocial consequences of the disaster. 
 
Yet the disaster posed enormous challenges to all groups seeking to communicate with 
affected populations. Some 6,400 km of roads were damaged and between 50 percent 
and 70 percent of electric power knocked out. Communications were devastated. The 
earthquake destroyed three-quarters of all radios and almost all TVs in the region, leaving 
nearly 70 percent of people dependent on word of mouth for information. 
 
Even so, the authorities were remarkably quick to restore communications. In an 
unprecedented move, the government opened up Kashmir to 1.2 million cell phone users 
by issuing licenses to private operators. Government efforts to remonetise affected areas 
with compensation funds allowed families to buy mobile phones. 
 
In August 2008, Thomson Reuters Foundation conducted a case study of information 
flows after the Pakistan earthquake, examining the needs, opportunities and challenges. 
The study suggested a range of areas where the Foundation might have leveraged its 
professional skills to help close the information gap between the relief effort and survivors. 
Here are the main findings: 
 

• Almost all the experts we interviewed said they would have welcomed intervention 
from Thomson Reuters Foundation in the Pakistan quake crisis, provided we had 
set up relationships ahead of time and were seen to be supplementing rather than 
duplicating U.N. and government efforts. 

 

• The crisis revealed a need for multi-way communication between responders and 
beneficiaries. It wasn’t enough simply to find ways of telling survivors about relief 
efforts. The views of affected populations needed to inform and influence the aid 
operations. 

 

• There was no “magic bullet” for beneficiary communications. High-tech solutions 
were needed to supplement low-tech approaches. Experts warned of the dangers 
of relying too heavily on IT solutions. 

 

• Mobile phones – and particularly SMS texting – emerged as the tool of choice for 
emergency communications. The full potential has yet to be tapped. 

 

• The opportunities outweighed the obstacles 
 

 



 
 
‘Information empowers. A lack of it disempowers.’ 

Tsunami Evaluation Coalition report 
 
 
‘The emergency response world is full of well-meaning amateurs. 
There’s not much professionalism there, which means if you’re coming 
along with a professional set of skills, they will be welcomed.’ 

U.N. disaster response specialist 
 
 
 
‘Communities suffer so much from doubt after a disaster. Even the 
provision of basic information can put their minds at rest: Someone 
knows of their existence.’ 

U.N. disaster response specialist 
 
 
‘What a difference could have been made if we could have informed the 
community not to drink the water. There were bodies inside. It was all 
contaminated.’ 

U.N. staffer commenting on the 2006 conflict in Malakal, South Sudan 
 

 

 ‘Poor information flow is undoubtedly the biggest source of 
dissatisfaction, anger and frustration among affected people. They are 
confused, misinformed and ignorant about aid plans and government 
regulations…, torn between inflated expectations and disillusionment, 
and the aid community bears a heavy share of responsibility for this.’ 

Tsunami Evaluation Coalition report 
 
 
‘We’ve never before had assistance and we didn’t even know that we 
were supposed to go to temporary camps. We later learned that all that 
aid was given out near the road. We had no expectation and no 
knowledge.’ 

A Thai villager commenting on humanitarian aid after the 2004 tsunami 
 
 
 


