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INTRODUCTION
During the last decade, two major sudden-onset disasters struck the Soviet Union: The
Chernobyl accident in April 1986 and the Armenian earthquake in December 1988. In both
cases, the response to the disaster left terribly much to be desired.

In the first instance, the Soviet system was simply not prepared for a nuclear disaster of such
dimensions. The local authorities had insufficient power to make the necessary urgent
decisions, and in Moscow, the division of responsibility between different ministries was
insufficiently clear. In addition, the Soviet tradition of keeping accidents secret prevented a
call for international assistance to cope with the disaster. The accident happened on Saturday
26 April. The following week, on Thursday 01 May, the usual parades took place, and most
people benefited from the public holiday to enjoy the beautiful weather. Only after the long
week-end, the decision was taken to evacuate and to warn the local population.

Almost three years later, when the tragic earthquake occurred in Armenia, the situation had
changed. International assistance was immediately welcomed. There were probably three
major reasons for this change of attitude. Firstly, this was a natural, not a technological
disaster, secondly, Chernobyl had only too clearly demonstrated that a major disaster cannot
be concealed, and thirdly, this was the era of perestroika and glasnost. Unfortunately, the
acceptance of international assistance turned out to be modified success. There was, at that
time, no effective international coordination of the incoming assistance, and no generally
accepted international standards for the performance of search-and-rescue teams. In some
instances, individuals or NGOs that no-one had heard of before appeared on the scene and
asked for/interpreters, accommodation and transport Due to insufficient air traffic control
capacityf 2. 'relief flights crashed, one of them killing all 70 members of a relief unit from
Azerbaijan:

THE NEED FOR INTERNATIONAL COORDINATION
At this point, it became painfully obvious to the international community that there was an
urgent need to establish a system for the coordination of international disaster assistance. It
became the task of the United Nations Office for Disaster Relief (UNDRO) to develop such
a system. The former UNDRO was subsumed into the Department of Humanitarian Affairs
(DHA), established in January 1992 on the basis of UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182
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adopted in December 1991, and the disaster relief system presently found in DHA is a further
evolution of the system established by UNDRO. Of particular importance in relation to
nuclear accidents is the fact that UNDRO and the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) signed a Memorandum of Understanding defining their respective responsibilities and
the need for cooperation in case of accidents involving the unintentional release of nuclear
radiation. In essence, the MOU makes it clear that the responsibilities of the IAEA, in
connection with accidents at Nuclear Power Plants, relate to the technical and radiological
aspects, in particular to accident prevention, to the on-site preparedness, and to remedial
measures within the 30-km zone outside the NPP. DHA's responsibilities, on the other hand,
relate to the general preparedness and the rescue efforts outside the 30 km zone. In this
respect, the preparedness and emergency response system is no different from the system
employed in any other type of sudden-onset emergency.

THE DHA INTEGRATED EMERGENCY RESPONSE SYSTEM
At DHA, we regard our emergency response system as an integrated system, that is to say
that each part of the system can support and interrelate with each other part Let me briefly
describe the elements of the emergency response system managed by the Relief Coordination
Branch of DHA:

A round-the-clock duty system enables DHA to receive and process any urgent information
on a new disaster within hours. As required, DHA can alert and mobilize the international
community with the shortest possible delay. Information and/or situation reports1 are
prepared and disseminated instantaneously, by means of a computerized system, to emergency
relief services of donor governments, the United Nations system, intergovernmental and non-
governmental organizations and other relevant actors in the international community (usually
around 300 addressees).

If required, and in consultation with the local UNDP Office, DHA can field a United Nations
Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team to assist the affected country during
the relief phase. The UNDAC team consists of qualified national emergency management
experts and DHA Relief Coordination Officers who are on permanent stand-by. Team
members can leave within hours, accompanied by a communication expert and/or with mobile
satellite telecommunications equipment as required. The UNDAC team will be responsible
to and report to the UNDP/DHA Resident Representative or any other lead entity appointed
by the United Nations Secretary-General. It cooperates with the local emergency management
authorities in carrying out assessment and coordination at a disaster site, or assists them in
the capital, at no cost to the affected country. The assistance of an UNDAC team has proved
to be particularly valuable in the case of a major disaster.

In other cases, DHA can dispatch a DHA Field Delegate(s) to assist the UNDP Office in the
affected country in fulfilling its relief coordination mandate during the emergency phase, as
experience shows that the local UN staff resources are frequently overstretched during this
period.

1 Information reports are issued when no international assistance has been requested to cope with the
disaster;
Situation reports are issued where the Government concerned has appealed for international assistance.
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DHA alerts Search and Rescue (SAR) teams from different countries when the situation
warrants it, e.g. in the case of a major earthquake affecting urban areas. This is done
through a network set up within the framework of the International Search and Rescue
Advisory Group (INSARAG) which consists of a steering group, three regional groups for
Africa/Europe, the Americas and Asia/Pacific, and of interregional working groups.

DHA is ready to provide assistance in the establishment of an On-Site Operations
Coordination Centre (OSOCC). DHA has developed the OSOCC concept in close
cooperation with national emergency management agencies. The centre has the dual purpose
of providing the local emergency management authority of the affected country, when
necessary, with a system for coordinating the operational activities of international relief
agencies, and of providing a framework for cooperation and coordination among international
relief teams at a disaster site.

DHA can organize and lead a United Nations inter-agency mission to the disaster-affected
area. In case of a major disaster with substantial involvement of different UN agencies during
the immediate relief phase, a United Nations inter-agency mission may be sent to carry out
a comprehensive multisectorial assessment of the effects of an emergency to ensure
coordinated planning and the formulation of an overall UN response.

DHA can mobilize Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA)2 from a number of countries
and multinational organizations. These assets include specialized personnel and expertise
required for disaster relief operations. According to the agreed procedures (Oslo Guidelines,
May 1994), their task would be to provide know-how and relief capacities, including the use
of MCDA equipment (e.g. aircraft, helicopters, ships, nuclear/biological/chemical
decontamination facilities, field hospitals, etc.) to cope with the effects of major emergencies.
Such assistance would be provided under the overall responsibility of the Government of the
affected country and free of charge for that country.

When requested, DHA can also assist countries to cope with environmental aspects of
emergencies including industrial accidents, not covered by other existing arrangements. In
particular, depending on the circumstances, DHA will:

act as a broker to facilitate quick direct links between focal points in
requesting countries and providers of expertise and specialised equipment, and,
if necessary, help with practical modalities of delivering the assistance;

serve as an information clearing-house to provide rapid access to existing
national and international sources of information and advice on response
through the 24-hour duty system;

facilitate initial assessment and/or post-emergency analysis, either remote or
on-site, by establishing contacts between requesting countries and designated
experts from other countries or international bodies.

The term "Civil Defence" is used in accordance with the definition given in art 61 of Protocol I, of
June 1977, additional to the Geneva Conventions of August 1949. Thus, the term includes any service
performing such tasks as rescue, fire-fighting, decontamination, etc., regardless of whether the service
is nationally called "civil defence", "civil protection", "civil preparedness" or by any other name.
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When the situation warrants and subject to the availability of funds, DHA will provide an
emergency cash grant to the Government of the disaster-stricken country. The purpose of
the grant is to cover the most pressing needs of the affected population, which cannot be
satisfied from national resources, while awaiting the response of the international donor
community. DHA can make available up to US $ 50,000, provided through the local UNDP
Office. However, these funds can only be granted when the Government has launched an
appeal for international assistance immediately after the occurrence of the disaster, and the
ensuing request for the grant is received from the relevant UNDP Office within the first week
of the disaster.

DHA is ready to act as en expeditious channel for donor contributions, relying on quick
and simple administrative procedures. Cash contributions by interested donors to affected
countries wiH be managed by DHA in accordance with existing procedures under a dedicated
sub-account in the UN Trust Fund for Disaster Relief. Contributions channelled through
DHA win be used to cover priority relief needs identified in close consultation with the
Government of the affected country and the local United Nations Disaster Management Team
(UN-DMT).

DHA maintains a permanent (renewable) stock of donated disaster relief items at the DHA
Warehouse in Pisa, Italy. These are essentially basic survival items, such as tents, blankets
etc., donated by various governments and which DHA can airlift to disaster affected areas,
subject to the donor's agreement and the stock being available. These goods are delivered
to the disaster-affected country free of charge to the consignee.

DHA is establishing a Central Register of Disaster Management Capacities. Four parts
of the register are in existence, providing information on International Search and Rescue
Teams, National Emergency Response Offices, Emergency Relief Services of donor countries,
and on Emergency Stockpiles of Disaster Relief Items. Parts on Disaster Management
Expertise and on Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA) are under preparation. A roster
of national capabilities for the provision of environmental assistance will also be prepared and
incorporated into the Central Register. The information contained in the Central Register will
be available to users through RELIEFWEB (on the Internet) and/or in the form of a DHA
publication.

EXERCISE 'NORTHERN LIGHT '95"
Various parts of the emergency response system are being employed almost on a daily basis,
but only for an exceptionally large disaster is the system mobilised as a whole. In 1994, the
Standing Coordinating Group on the use of Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA)
therefore recommended that a major international exercise be conducted, testing the ability
of the international community to provide a well coordinated response to a major
technological disaster. The Group accepted with gratitude an offer from the Russian
Federation to conduct such an exercise based on a scenario involving a major accident at a
Nuclear Power Plant (NPP). The exercise took place on the Kola Peninsula in May-June
1995 and was named after the town "Polyarnie Zori" ("Northern Light") where the Kola NPP
is situated.

The first phase of the exercise was intended to test the information flow immediately after
an accident at an NPP. The "accident" took place early in the morning of 29 May 1995, and
in accordance with international agreements, the NPP immediately informed the neighbouring
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countries (Finland, Norway and Sweden), the Russian Atomic Energy Agency
(ROSENERGOATOM) and the Murmansk Civil Defence Command. From then on, two
parallel lines of information were followed. ROSENERGOATOM informed the Ministry of
Atomic Energy, which in turn informed the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. At the same time, the Murmansk Civil Defence
Command informed the Ministry of Russian Federation for Civil Defence, Emergencies and
Elimination of Consequences of Natural Disasters (EMERCOM of Russia). In turn,
EMERCOM informed DHA directly. Once the message was received by DFIA, contact was
immediately established with the responsible officer in IAEA in order to coordinate the
response. In connection with the first phase, EMERCOM requested international assistance
from DHA in the form of an UNDAC team to assess the extent of the disaster, to advise on
the need for further international assistance, and, as required, to set up an On-Site Operations
Coordination Centre (OSOCC). After a suitable time jump, the UNDAC team had arrived
on the scene, and, in consultation with the Russian Authorities, recommended that
international assistance (MCDA teams with relevant training and capabilities) be requested.
The Ministry of Atomic Energy, at the same time, requested assistance through IAEA in the
form of international expertise to evaluate measurements of levels of radioactivity and advise
on remedial action to be taken.

The requests having been prescripted, the MCDA teams and international experts were already
in place, ready to begin the second phase of the exercise. During this phase, the exercise
was divided between field activities, undertaken by the Russian civil defence and the assisting
MCDA teams, coordination activities, undertaken by the OSOCC, and scientific evaluations,
undertaken by the group of experts.

In the field, the Russian civil defence conducted an evacuation exercise in the town of
"Polyamie Zori" while teams from Austria, Finland, France, and Norway performed various
duties related to the relief effort. The Finnish and Norwegian teams were from the civil
defence organizations of the respective countries. Their tasks were to measure radioactive
contamination in the environment. The Austrian team was military, from the Austrian Forces
Disaster Relief Unit (AFDRU), and performed three tasks: field measurement of
contamination, technical evaluation of the measurements, and decontamination of personnel
and materiel. For that purpose, the Austrian team brought with it an array of highly
sophisticated equipment. The French team, from the "Securite Civile", had the task of being
the "eyes and ears" of the French scientists located in Paris. The field team established
multiple telecommunications links with Paris, reported to Paris the measurements collected
by the other teams, and received from Paris an evaluation of the findings. Meanwhile,
Russian civil defence officials and scientists closely monitored the activities of the foreign
teams.

A local command centre was established in the town of Apatity, some 60 km from the NPP.
At this centre, the UNDAC team established and provided the core manning for an On-Site
Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC)3. The core of the OSOCC was the UNDAC team
comprising members provided by Austria, Denmark, Finland, Norway, and the United

Initially, it was planned to send 10 UNDAC members, including two DHA staff members, to the
exercise. However, in response to a request from EMERCOM of Russia, four of the UNDAC members,
including one of the DHA staff, were sent to Sakhalin to assist the Russian authorities in the evaluation
of the possible need for international assistance in connection with the Neftegorsk earthquake.
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Kingdom, under the leadership of a DHA staff member. In addition, the OSOCC included
representatives of the Russian Federation (EMERCOM), the assisting countries (Austria,
Finland, France, Norway), and international organizations (IAEA, ECHO, ICDO, and NATO).
The OSOCC served as a coordination centre for the allocation of tasks to the assisting field
teams, and as an information clearing house on all ongoing activities related to the
international assistance. As one of its main tasks, the OSOCC maintained contact with DHA
Geneva and IAEA Vienna, sending regular situation reports which were then further
distributed by the two organizations. In addition to communication equipment brought from
DHA Geneva, the OSOCC had at its disposal logistical support provided by the mobile
logistical unit from ODA, United Kingdom.

Meanwhile, a large group of Russian and international radiation experts discussed a number
of questions concerning the most appropriate reaction to the situation, e.g. what kind of
information and advice should be given to the general public, to what extent should
evacuations be carried out, and what should be done to domestic animals in the open?

At daily meetings, the various groups reported on their activities and discussed their findings.
The Russian civil defence acted as "control staff for the field activities, while scientists from
ROSENERGOATOM commented on the scientific discussions.

The third phase of the exercise consisted of a demonstration of rescue equipment and
techniques of the various participating countries. Not surprisingly, the Russian civil defence
disposed of the largest array of specialised equipment for detection and decontamination, but
also the assisting countries displayed many noteworthy pieces of equipment The Austrian
unit was particularly well equipped both in regard to decontamination, as demonstrated
through decontaminating of a rescue unit from Finland, and in regard to analyses of
contaminated soil or food samples and the related data processing.

EVALUATION OF THE EXERCISE
The importance of the exercise can hardly be overstated. For the first time, it was possible
to test all the various elements of an international response to a major nuclear disaster:
notification, cooperation between international organizations, call-up of an UNDAC team,
establishment and functioning of an OSOCC, transportation, border-crossing and tasking of
foreign MCDA teams, and interaction between national and foreign scientists operating under
tight deadlines.

A number of specific lessons were learnt:

In regard to the notification procedure, there is a need to streamline the communication path
between the NPP and the IAEA. While the information from the NPP, via Murmansk CD
command and EMERCOM, reached DHA Geneva within a reasonable timeframe, the IAEA
received the information, from the Ministry of Atomic Energy, via the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, much later. That delay is not acceptable. In fact, the responsible officer in IAEA
was alerted by the DHA desk officer several hours before the message arrived from Moscow.

The close cooperation between DHA Geneva and IAEA Vienna proved successful on an
ad hoc basis, but needs to be formalised through the development of a set of standing
operating procedures. The possible roles of other international organizations, in particular
ECHO and NATO, needs further consideration.
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The call-up of an UNDAC team was successful, as was die establishment of the OSOCC,
though the sudden departure of four of the ten UNDAC members reduced the efficiency. If
an OSOCC is to be established and supported by UNDAC members, then the number of
UNDAC members must be sufficient to cater for round-the-clock operations, both in the field
and at the centre. Ten members should be a minimum.

The arrival of foreign MCDA teams turned out to be more complicated than expected.
Advance agreement had been reached with EMERCOM on the principle of adhering to the
provisions of the "Oslo Guidelines" which state, inter alia, that the receiving state should
facilitate the entry into and departure from its territory of the members of the MCDA
operation, and that such members should be exempt from passport and visa regulations and
immigration inspection and restrictions on entering and departing from the receiving state.
However, the "Oslo Guidelines" not being a legally binding document, it had not been
possible for EMERCOM to enforce these provisions with the border authorities, and as a
result, the arriving teams faced up to 14 hours' customs inspections before they were
permitted to enter (and depart from) Russia. Obviously, there is a need for legally binding
international agreements on the status and conduct of rescue services provided by one country
to another. The actual tasking of the foreign teams in this exercise seemed somewhat
artificial in a country with such vast civil defence resources as exist in Russia. However, all
participants were mindful that the accident could happen in other countries that do not dispose
of sufficient resources to cope with the effects.

The value of the scientific discussions was possibly the greatest positive surprise of the
exercise. Considering that a major accident at an NPP, regardless of location, will be an
international event, it is not only useful, but imperative that international expertise is
consulted so that the national scientists are not solely responsible for the interpretation of the
graveness of the situation. Representatives of ROSENERGOATOM indicated that they would
now include the call-up of international experts in their contingency planning.

Overall, the exercise demonstrated the immense complexity of the international response to
a major nuclear accident. It displayed the many different levels at which contingency
planning is required and underscored the continued need for improvements of the mechanism
for coordination of international disaster response.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on our general knowledge of the state of national emergency preparedness, and, in
particular, on the lessons learnt from Exercise "Northern Light '95", it is possible for us to
draw up some general conclusions and make some specific recommendations concerning the
response to a possible future nuclear disaster.

First conclusion: Not surprisingly, the Chernobyl accident became a turning point in national
and international disaster response preparedness. A great many lessons have been learnt, both
in regard to the radiological and medical effects, and in regard to the organisation and
equipment of the rescue services. The first conclusion therefore is that we are, generally,
much better prepared today than was the case ten years ago.

Second conclusion: If any doubt existed ten years ago, Chernobyl certainly made it
abundantly clear that the effects of a nuclear accident do not respect international borders.
The international character of such an accident has been recognised, but the consequential
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international arrangements have not been established to the extent necessary. Hence the
foUowing recommendations:

First recommendation: Each country on whose territory an NPP is located, should conclude
agreements with all neighbouring countries on notification and on cooperation in the response
to a possible accident. These agreements should not remain only as framework documents,
but should be followed up with standing operating procedures, and the necessary arrangements
should be tested regularly through exercises.

Second recommendation: Clear lines of command and information flow must be established
nationally, not only in countries where NPPs are located, but also by their neighbouring
countries. Confusion as regards decision-making authority must be avoided at all costs.

Third recommendation: A great amount of international expertise exists. This expertise
should be mobilised and made use of immediately after the occurrence of a major nuclear
accident. If necessary, the IAEA could draw up an international roster of expertise and
undertake to mobilise these experts if an accident surpasses a certain predefined level.

Fourth recommendation: Despite all good intentions, as expressed at the MCDA conference
in Oslo in January 1994, there are still far too many bureaucratic impediments to the smooth
arrival of foreign governmental rescue teams. It could be seen as paradoxical that whereas
the 1977 protocols additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 regulate the status of civil
defence services in war or internal strife, there is no binding international instrument defining
the status of governmental rescue services (MCDA) that one nation makes available to
another in peacetime. Efforts should be made to initiate the process of developing such a
legally binding international instrument.
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