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Introduction

Background

The Human Aspects Group (HAG) is one of the longest standing Professional Working

Groups of the Emergency Planning Society (EPS). The overall aim of the HAG is:

To ensure that humanitarian assistance is a priority in the
emergency planning, response, recovery and resilience
arrangements within the UK.

The HAG has always sought to challenge and improve professional practice, by bringing

together the disparate professionals and volunteers who make up the humanitarian

response to emergencies with those who can speak as people directly affected by disaster.

Towards the end of 2014, a new lead government department was agreed for Humanitarian

Assistance. The HAG decided that holding national workshops could helpfully inform the

review of policy, and support the development of good practice into the future.

The first workshop, held at Alexandra Palace in London on 26th March 2015 focused on

humanitarian assistance overall. The second workshop, held at Devon County Hall in Exeter

on 21st October 2015 looked particularly at the needs of children and young people in

emergency situations.

Purpose of this report

This report aims to summarise and draw out key lessons from the two workshops, so they

can be made available to a wider audience.

A report of this nature cannot exhaustively record everything said at the workshop, and is

therefore necessarily selective. Through a process of review by the members of the Human

Aspects Group it is hoped that it will succeed in highlighting those points that will be of the

greatest use to the largest number of practitioners in emergency planning and humanitarian

response.
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Audience

This report will be published on the Emergency Planning Society website, along with the

workshop presentations; its primary audience is the EPS membership. It is expected to be

of use to all those charged with preparing to support people affected by major emergencies.
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Summary of Workshop Discussions

Workshop 1: Alexandra Palace

Disaster Action: the voice of survivors

Marilyn Robinson described the work of Disaster Action over the years since its foundation,

and its central role in acting as a voice for survivors. She described universal needs of

survivors of disaster as being firstly for information, support and communication. But critical

was the need for survivors to be able to make choices about what support was best for them,

and for help to be provided in a non-judgemental way. Finally, it was extremely common for

survivors to feel the need to be in touch with others affected by the disaster, to share

experiences and understanding and provide mutual support.

What was clearly identified was that responders could not be expected to understand the

needs of affected people without training. There is much evidence that people make false

assumptions about needs or expectations, or cannot themselves cope with the emotions of

affected people.

Disaster Victim Identification and the role of Family Liaison Officers

Sian Lewis-Williams is the National Family Liaison Adviser at the National Crime Agency.

She described her own personal experiences responding to mass fatality incidents, but also

gave an overview of key issues and good practice in a disaster victim identification response.

She described the criteria for deployment of Family Liaison Officers, and how they work in

mass fatality events.

Partner agencies such as local authorities and the voluntary sector may not be well

integrated into DVI plans and this needs attention. The DVI process is increasingly

challenged by the advent of social media where photos of the scene and rumours about

fatalities may circulate very quickly and well in advance of when formal identification can

take place. This can make the process of maintaining the confidence of family members

difficult.
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Humanitarian Assistance in Action: Role of the Voluntary Sector

Sandra Howitt from British Red Cross described the extensive capabilities of the voluntary

sector in respect of humanitarian assistance which extends to welfare checks on vulnerable

people, support to evacuees at rest centres, and a range of practical and emotion support.

There was extensive discussion about the need for improved engagement between local

authorities and the voluntary sector to make the best use of their capabilities. Local

authorities need reassurance about how much voluntary organisations are able to deliver on

their behalf, bearing in mind responding to emergencies is a statutory responsibility, and

would welcome consistent engagement. Improved understanding of what capabilities were

available in the local area can only be achieved by open conversations through the Local

Resilience Forum (LRF) structures, and consistent engagement on both sides.

Local Authorities and Humanitarian Assistance

Simon Williams spoke in his capacity as civil contingencies lead for the Association of

Directors of Adults Social Services (ADASS) and Association of Directors of Children’s

Services (ADCS). He described the key role of local authorities (and social care particularly)

in humanitarian assistance, as well as general powers and duties to promote community

wellbeing. Despite this key role, social care typically reaches no more than 2% of the

population, and therefore supporting the wider population in emergencies can only be done

through partnerships, and by building on the strengths within the local area. This is

described as an asset-based approach, and is key to developing community resilience.

This should direct local authorities towards an inclusive and dynamic partnership approach,

developing a shared understanding of vulnerability, and focusing on mobilising social capital

to help affected people through the recovery phase of an incident.

Cabinet Office and Central Government

Rebecca Stockwell from Civil Contingencies Secretariat led the process of updating the

National Guidance on humanitarian assistance. The intention in the new strategic national

guidance is to consolidate existing guidance into a single document, bring guidance up-to-

date with new legislation (particularly the Care Act) and to provide clarity on statutory duties.
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The new guidance will focus less on emergency centres (e.g. Humanitarian Assistance

Centres), but will seek to promote the role of the voluntary sector.

Workshop 2: Devon County Hall

Family Liaison in Mass Fatality and Disaster Victim Identification

Sian Lewis Williams, of the National Crime Agency (NCA), is a Police officer serving with

South Wales Police who has been seconded to the NCA to co-ordinate the work of the

family liaison officers (FLOs). Sian gave an overview of the work of family liaison officers

with reference to a number of incidents such as the Gleision mine disaster. This provoked a

lively discussion about the issues facing FLOs when engaging with families in major

incidents.

Children, Young People and Flooding

Marion Walker described a project which sought the views and experiences of children and

young people who had been affected in recent flooding events in the UK. Amongst the key

messages were:

 Children have strong feelings and about flood events, and their experience may be very

distinct from that of adults. They need to be listened to and engaged with.

 Children are likely to have strong opinions about what lessons should be learned from

the flood event.

 Engaging with children is different from talking to adults, but valuable experience from

the project indicates that children may find it easier expressing themselves through play,

drama and art.

Very few responders’ plans consider the impact of floods specifically on children, and are

limited in considering in any depth what their distinct needs are. Marion challenged

responders to commit to making progress.
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From a Young Person’s Perspective

Emma Craig was the youngest survivor of the London Bombings of July 7th 2005. She

described in depth how the experience of being on the carriage next to the bomb at Aldgate

tube station affected her as a 14 year old. She went on to relate how she had fallen through

the net of support offered to survivors, and had coped and suffered alone for a number of

years before finding help independently.

Emma’s story reminded us that teenagers may try to minimise or play down what has

happened to them in order to fit in with peers or because of family dynamics. It also

highlighted that outreach programmes that might seem appropriate for adults, need to be

reconsidered for young people, and need to take into account how organisations engage

with parents as well as the affected children or young people themselves.

The Ripple Effect

Thelma Stober was severely injured in the London Bombings, and spoke about how her

injuries and recovery had affected her young son, age 7. He was in effect a hidden victim of

the bombings and had to cope, largely without support, with the trauma of seeing his mother

in a coma for many days and her slow recovery from injuries that were life-changing, not just

for Thelma herself, but for her family as well. Apart from the immediate shock suffered by

her son, Thelma’s ability to provide care during her recovery was a significant issue.

Thelma’s journey powerfully reminded us that the impact of traumatic events extends

beyond those immediately impacted. Responders have long acknowledged in plans that

there is a profound psychological impact on the family and friends from bereavement in

disasters. The impact on family members when the affected person survives can also be

severe, and should be anticipated.

Child Refugee Crisis: the role of humanitarian assistance

Virginia Howells described starkly the scale of the refugee crisis that has engulfed Europe,

as people flee conflicts from Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Libya and beyond. The numbers of
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people seeking to find safety in Europe is unprecedented in modern times, and amongst the

refugees are many children. Save the Children have played a prominent role in trying to

respond to the needs of children and young people across the continent at the many places

where the crisis has been greatest.

Virginia stressed the need for adults to be made aware of how best to help their children

through emergencies, in emotional terms in particular. Children need to be listened to

carefully, given reassurance, and time and attention. Adults can act as a model, by watching

their own behaviour and looking for signs of change in children that may indicate excessive

stress.

Humanitarian Assistance – Moving Forward

Rebecca Stockwell, Civil Contingencies Secretariat, informed the delegates of the review

and update of the Humanitarian Assistance (HA) Guidance, due to be published this year

(2016). She reflected on the work progressed and the relevance of acts such as the ‘Care

Act (2014)’ and the ‘Children’s Act (2004)’, which were used to highlight specific references

to children within the new guidance document. Rebecca stressed the importance of

information gathered from events such as the HAG workshop, both from those providing the

presentations and from the delegates themselves. Workshops provide ideal opportunities

and learning which can be incorporated into planning assumptions that will reflect the work

that goes on at a local level.

Looking forward to the review and update of the Vulnerable Persons Guidance, it will be

important to include a section on the care of children and young people. Both Emma and

Thelma offered to help in this.

Responder Welfare

Jo Dover led a workshop on Responder Welfare. Starting from the premise that those who

fail to look after themselves will not be able to help others, Jo put a particular stress on

responder’s putting in place management systems to support their emergency response staff

in times of stress. Most organisations already have some systems in place that can be built
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upon. Equally, all of us have our own sources of resilience – they things we instinctively do

and people we instinctively turn to when we become overwhelmed. Recognising these, and

making the best use of them is vital when dealing with stressful situations.

Conclusions

The two national workshops have provided valuable professional development for a range of

emergency responders from a variety of sectors. Bringing together the responders and the

people affected by emergencies with policy makers at a national level has been hugely

beneficial in directing people’s attention to key issues. Lessons from emergencies are

routinely identified, sometimes truly learned, but crucially must be shared and embedded

into normal practice.

The EPS is committed to ensuring professional practice is improved in emergency planning.

The Human Aspects Group will continue to play its part in promoting debate and learning to

ensure the needs of those affected by disaster are not forgotten.
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