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Outline

• About the Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance
• About the OFDA Geographic Information Unit
• How does the U.S. respond to international 

disasters?
• How can imagery and imagery derived products be 

an in-kind part of the U.S. response?
• How does this differ from the “Space Charter”?
• Best practices and conclusions
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Overview

• Imagery is fast becoming a mainstream source of 
disaster response and recovery information
– We have achieved a wide degree of acceptance

– Need to complete the quest for professionalism (RS for EM)

• To continue this progress we must have an eye 
toward proper engagement of formal information 
channels and procedures

• We must work together and in advance of disasters 
to provide timely information, rather than data
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OFDA’s Mandate within the Government of 
the United States

• Save Lives

• Alleviate Human Suffering

• Reduce the Economic and Social Impact of 
Disasters
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General Criteria for Response

– Host country must ask for, or be willing to accept,  USG 
assistance.

– The disaster is of such magnitude that it is beyond  the 
host country’s ability to respond adequately. 

– It is in the interest of the USG to provide assista nce.
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OFDA’s Response Options include…

• $50,000 “Ambassadors Authority”

• Deployment of Regional Advisors
(if response request >$50k)

• Assessment Team
• Grants ($ and “in-kind”)
• Commodities
• Technical Advisors (USFS, USGS, 

DoD, etc)
• Disaster Assistance Response 

Team – DART (Field Element)
• Response Management Team –

RMT (Headquarters Element)
• Any Combination of Above
• Nothing
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Key “In Country” Players in U.S. Response Mechanism

• Ambassador – Chief U.S. Representative, declares 
disasters

• Mission Disaster Relief Officer (MDRO)– State Dept. or 
USAID staff member working in country.  Advises 
Ambassador and responsible for maintaining response 
plans.

• Regional Advisors – Validates needs and provides liaison 
between local experts, U.S. Embassy and Washington

• Regional Consultants – Provide additional linkages to 
local community and specific working knowledge of the 
affected region and regional contacts.
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Criteria for Selecting of Response Options

• Magnitude of the event versus 
local capacity to respond

• Appropriateness of the proposed 
option and the United States as 
the source of the intervention

• Assessment driven requirements
• Linkages with other programs 

ongoing in the affected area.
• Specific request from host 

government to MDRO/RA
• Many more…
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Mission of the Geographic 
Information Unit

Ensure that OFDA has the best possible 
geographic understanding of the areas in 
which they operate and the distribution of 
the critical aspects of the humanitarian 
situation.

Specifically the GIU will provide 
the best available Information on: 

• Geography
• Hazards
• Vulnerabilities
• Observed Impacts
• Response Resources
• Response Activities
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Services Provided by the GIU

• Capabilities
– Mapping, GIS, Remote Sensing, GPS

• Expertise
– Maps, technology, institutional knowledge

• Coordination
– Intra-agency, Interagency, humanitarian community

• Operational Support
– DARTs, RMTs, HICs, Deployable field support

• Leadership
– Advocacy, outreach, supporting community resources
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The GIU’s Role in Supporting Response

• Map Production
• Coordination of Geospatial 

Information
• Brokering Imagery 

Requests
• Image Analysis
• Image Processing
• Outreach to Humanitarian 

Community
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Response Information Flow (Conceptual Model)

• Disaster Event Occurs
• Representative of affected country contacts U.S. 

Ambassador or MDRO
• Ambassador contacts Washington in official cable 

communication declaring a disaster and possibly 
proposing an immediate, initial response to identified 
needs. (i.e.$50k)

• OFDA leads and coordinates with other USG 
agencies and actors on the ground and initiates 
appropriate response
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Response Information Flow (Hurricane Model)

• Event Threatens

• OFDA Regional Advisors (RAs) and Consultants Pre-Position 
(possibly with commodities) and link up with pre-established 
contacts in EM agencies and NGO community

• Disaster Occurs
• RA advises Emergency Action Committee and Washington of 

specific needs and response begins following disaster 
declaration from the Ambassador.

• OFDA leads and coordinates with other USG agencies and 
actors on the ground and initiates appropriate response
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Implications for Meeting Imagery Requirements

• Assumptions
– Timeliness is critical in disaster response imagery requests
– Securing funding, licensing permission and establishing 

priority are potential sources of friction and delay.
– Bandwidth limitations and processing requirements can add 

delay and burden to EM agencies during operations.

• Findings
– When imagery is needed, the sooner and the higher the 

request the better its chances.  
– The clearer the purpose and more specific the identified 

deliverables, the more likely the intervention will be 
completed in time to assist with the response.
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Less Successful Strategies Employed in the Past

• Direct Contact to OFDA\GIU
– Outside of channels
– Loses prioritization battles – GIU is small and cannot delegate

– GIU has no direct budget for these activities

• Verbal requests to OFDA Staff in the field.
– Needs can get muddled in language and technology 

translation
– Ad hoc requests outside of “the system” can get lost
– Informality of request misses out on high level support
– Working level requests may be redundant with higher level 

efforts
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Suggestions for Successful Imagery Requests

• Know your potential needs.  (pre-event)
• Early activation of Space Charter and identification of any needs 

that will fall outside of that mechanism
• Add imagery support request for assistance to RA or MDRO. 

Consider drafting, specific, but not overly technical request.
• Avoid overly prescriptive or ambiguous requests.  
• Consider imagery derived information products when they will 

suffice, rather than raw imagery if possible. (i.e. flood polygon 
rather than radar imagery)

• Share lessons learned with community to demonstrate the value 
and pave the way for future support and advancement of the 
science.
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How does this differ from the “Space Charter”

• Can provide analysis and 
derivative products

• Imagery shared may have broader 
licensing.

• Access to sensors not currently 
included in Charter.

• Can be integrated into finished 
map products.

• Can provide products in events 
that do not meet charter criteria.
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How the Imagery Community can Help

• Join and Actively Engage the “Space Charter”
• Develop analytical product lines for this community

– Provide more information product as opposed to data

– Examples:
• Flood Polygons rather than Radar
• Damage\Impact Assessments

• Help share knowledge (e.g. UN-SPIDER)

• Develop a business model for surge staffing
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Conclusions
• Imagery is recognized as a useful and appropriate form of in-kind 

contribution in many types of disasters 
• First make use of the Charter – if that cannot meet all needs consider 

requesting from the U.S. or other appropriate government.
• The “official” path is the best path.  Inclusion in diplomatic traffic 

ensures many eyes on the request and helps clear the way.
• Know enough about your needs and the technology to make your 

request directly actionable. (i.e. location, phenomena/features to be 
observed, dates)

• Consider requesting derived information products over raw imagery.
• Explain importance and intended use in request. This can help ensure 

it is given the right priority and all options are used to satisfy the 
request.
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Thank You
nsmith@usaid.gov


