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Since December 2004, we have witnessed a series of devastating natural disasters, with huge losses of life 
and homes, as well as the displacement of millions of people. Hundreds of organizations of all kinds have 
endeavored to provide a variety of rescue and relief services to the victims of these calamities. But most 
of them seem to face the same problem: lack of communication amongst themselves, leading to, or 
resulting in less than well-coordinated and effective relief efforts. 

One reason for the lack of coordinated efforts is that terrestrial means of communication, whether 
telephone lines or accessible roads, are usually the first to be knocked out of service. Another reason is 
that the different agencies, whether governmental, non-governmental, international, national, local, public 
or private institutions, each has its own communications policies and systems, utilizing different radio 
frequencies. These systems often are not compatible with each other, thus delaying notification amongst 
the users, and consequently, delaying relief efforts as well. 

At the end of the day, communications will either "make" or "break" disaster relief efforts, and satellite 
communications have proven that they are the best, if not essential, means to convey information in times 
of disaster, since they do not rely entirely on the terrestrial infrastructure. Even so, much remains to be 
done to improve communications at all levels, even amongst users of satellite systems. 

The International Telecommunication Union (ITU) as well as national entities involved in radio 
frequency management are striving to improve on this situation, by studying the possibility of ensuring 
that certain frequencies bands are available on a regional basis for emergency communications. If they 
succeed in setting apart frequencies to be used by most, if not all the entities involved in emergency 
response and relief efforts, in future these efforts will be more productive and efficient. 

Greater coordination amongst national and international agencies is needed, as well as greater cooperation 
between the technical people and policy makers. This paper will examine some of the efforts that are 
being made to make better use of the radio frequency spectrum and in particular, of satellite systems, to 
improve rescue and relief efforts on a global basis. 

Many natural (and man-made) disasters 
have greatly affected our lives in the past few 
years. Are there more of them, or are they 
reported more frequently, thanks to the 
globalization of television and news programs? 
The same media that bring us the bad news are 
the ones that are used to facilitate emergency 
assistance, humanitarian aide to the victims of 
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these tragedies. The focus of this paper will be 
on natural disasters, those that occur without 
direct human intervention (such as wars), even 
though the results may be the same: 
displacement of people, contamination of arable 
land, destruction of the infrastructure. 

Several "leitmotifs" recur when 
referring to natural disasters: lack of adequate 
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forecasting, and therefore, lack of planning for 
them; lack of equipment, both minimal and 
back-up, and lack of coordination amongst the 
entities providing relief or recovery efforts after 
the event. Another "leitmotif is the need for 
adequate means of communication, prior to, 
during, and after the disaster occurs. 

Terrestrial means of communication, 
whether telephone lines or accessible roads, are 
usually the first to be knocked out of service, 
making local communications, and access to the 
victims difficult, if not impossible. While the 
provision of physical aide may be hindered, 
having more wireless communications available 
would improve the rescue and relief efforts; at 
least, they could be better coordinated. This will 
be elaborated upon later. 

Another "leitmotif are the 
regulatory/policy2 hurdles faced by the 
emergency / relief entities, whether 
governmental or non-governmental, 
international or national. Regulatory barriers 
seem to exist at all levels; they tend to impede 
adequate assessments of the damages sustained, 
and thus affect subsequent recovery efforts. 
They may have a significant impact on local 
recovery efforts, from the deployment of 
manpower, to delivery of medical supplies, and 
other essential goods, such as wireless means of 
communication. 

In examining some of the legal 
/regulatory aspects of disaster relief efforts, 
these seem to fall into two general categories: 
one, those that apply to man-made disasters, 
such as wars, and are subject to international 
humanitarian laws.3 The other, are regulations 
that may apply in times of natural disasters, but 
involve different treaties and laws. Two recent 
efforts at simplifying international satellite-
based communications for disaster relief and 
rescue efforts are the Charter on Space and 
Disaster,4 and the Tampere Convention.5 These 
will be elaborated upon later. 

Further, there seem to be four levels of 
regulations / legislation related to relief / rescue 
efforts: local, regional, national, and 
international. The local regulations are 
applicable within a particular community, such 
as city ordinances. Regional regulations may 
apply either within an administrative or a 
geographic sector.6 National regulations, 
however, may supercede regional ones, and 

international laws, in turn, may be supercede 
national legislation. A brief examination of the 
local and international levels follows.7 

Local Level 
It's said that "charity (or in this instance, 

communications) begins at home," but at the 
local level, channels of communication usually 
are the first to be disrupted, and the local 
authorities are unsure of what course of action to 
take. Even where people are trained to provide 
emergency assistance, local policies (and 
politics) and regulations may cause unwanted 
interference in rescue /relief efforts, further 
exacerbating the crisis situation.8 This was quite 
evident during the relief efforts following 
Hurricane Katrina, as noted by the Independent 
Panel on Hurricane Katrina in its report to the 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC).9 

In August of 2005, Hurricane Katrina 
caused the worst natural disaster in the United 
States' recent history. Thousands were left 
homeless and without adequate medical care; 
thousands more people were displaced, with few 
means of knowing where they were after the 
hurricane and evacuation. Even now, families 
are looking for relatives that disappeared during 
or after the storm, and the Gulf coast is barely 
beginning to recuperate.10 

One of the points emphasized or 
recommended by the Independent Panel is the 
need for better coordination of efforts at the 
local level, as well as loosening up and waiving 
some of the requirements to authorize people to 
act. Thus, at the very basic, local level, 
regulatory barriers were deemed to have made a 
bad situation worse. If the lack of coordination 
and preparedness caused such chaos in the 
world's most developed country, are these 
problems compounded in developing countries, 
where the infrastructure and resources are 
scarcer? 

The Katrina report recommends paying 
greater attention to the resources available 
locally, prior to having to use them; the local 
level is the "last mile" or "first mile," and 
usually the weakest link. However, this is where 
satellites, both for communications, and earth 
observation, can play an important role. 

Earth-observation / remote-sensing 
satellites can provide images and data from 
before, during, and after the disaster, which can 
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be used to assess the extent of the damage, as 
well give some indication as to the type of 
assistance that is required immediately. The 
following section will present an overview of 
recent major international legislative and 
cooperative efforts that have had a significant 
positive impact in disaster relief and mitigation 
endeavors. 

International Disaster Mitigation Endeavors 
I. The Charter to Achieve Coordinated 
Use of Space in the Event of Natural and 
Technological Disasters emerged from 
UNISPACE III, held in Vienna, Austria, in July, 
1999, as an initiative of several space agencies, 
and was adopted in November 2000." The 
Charter "aims at providing a unified system of 
data acquisition and delivery to those affected by 
natural or man-made disasters through 
Authorized Users. Each member agency has 
committed resources to support the provisions of 
the Charter and to help mitigate the effects of 
disasters on human life and property."12 

The purpose of the Charter is to provide 
data and information resulting from the 
exploitation of space facilities, in anticipation of 
a disaster, in the organization of emergency 
assistance or reconstruction or operations 
subsequent to a natural disaster.13 This objective 
reflects the intent of Principle XI of the UN 
Principles Related to Remote Sensing from 
Outer Space, which states: Remote sensing shall 
promote the protection of mankind from 
disasters. To this end, States participating in 
remote sensing activities that have identified 
processed data and analysed information in 
their possession that may be useful to States 
affected by natural disasters, or likely to be 
affected by impending natural disasters, shall 
transmit such data and information to States 
concerned as promptly as possible.14 

Charter members cooperate on a 
voluntary basis, providing data collected by their 
earth observation /remote sensing satellites, 
making the data and processed information 
available to affected, or potentially affected 
States as soon as possible, allegedly at no cost to 
them, or at least "without exchange of funds 
between them."15 It has been pointed out, 
however, that responding to Charter activations 
is expensive, but the cost is usually borne at the 

agency level, without any significant impact on 
the national budget.16 

The Charter encourages the widest 
possible accession of national or international 
space systems operators, primarily those of earth 
observation /remote sensing spacecraft, to the 
Charter,17 and to date, the Charter has been of 
benefit in more than 80 instances to countries in 
all regions of the world that have suffered from 
floods, hurricanes, earthquakes, forest fires, and 
other natural disasters.18 The numerous 
activations or interventions of the Charter 
members, attest to its usefulness, and to the 
value of remote-sensing images and other data in 
times of disasters. 

While the achievements of the Disasters 
Charter members have been significant, the 
Charter itself has a few drawbacks. One of them 
is that becoming -and remaining a member- is 
on a voluntary basis, and it seems that the 
member has no legal obligation to provide data 
or processed information even if doing so would 
be beneficial to a State affected by a disaster. 
Since it is a "charter", it has no force of law; 
there is no legal obligation for the Parties that 
have adopted it to comply with its purpose or 
intention. However, it would be pointless to join 
the Charter without being willing to share data 
and information; thus, the goodwill of the 
participating agency is assumed. 

Another drawback is the fact that, 
should the data or information that is shared be 
erroneous, the Charter member(s) incur(s) no 
liability. Art.V, 5.4 states that "no legal action 
will be taken against the parties in the event of 
bodily injury or financial loss arising from the 
execution or non-execution of activities, services 
or supplies arising out of the Charter. "'9 Thus, 
despite members' best efforts, should they 
provide erroneous data or information that may 
further worsen the disaster, they are under no 
legal duty to mitigate the consequences of their 
error. Further, despite any "Good Samaritan" 
principle, the agencies are not obliged to provide 
assistance; they do so on a voluntary basis 
only. 2 0 

However, could liability still be incurred 
by the State that has given the space agency its 
legal personality? The Charter members are 
juridical persons of a State that has launched or 
procured the launch of an object to outer space, 
and as such, the State in which it is organized 
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could be held liable under Art. VII of the Outer 
Space Treaty, which states: "Each State Party to 
the Treaty which launches or procures the 
launching of an object into outer space...is 
internationally liable for damage to another 
State Party to the Treaty or to its natural or 
juridical persons by such object or its 
component parts on the Earth." 2 1 While it 
could be argued that remote-sensing data are not 
a component part of a space object, the data can 
be collected only by using one of the space 
object's components, i.e., transponders or other 
equipment on board the spacecraft. 

The Disasters Charter and the Remote 
Sensing Principles have similar limitations; 
namely, they are not legally binding. Some 
authorities maintain that, in order for UN R/S 
Principle XI 2 2 (and the Charter) to be 
meaningful, what is needed is an international 
system based on an enforceable international 
public policy to monitor potential natural 
disasters, as well as taking measures to prevent 
them, or at least reduce the chances of their 
occurring, and to mitigate their harmful 
consequences.23 Another author stresses the 
need to have an unambiguous legal regime 
regarding remote-sensing and disasters, "clearly 
stipulating the...rights and obligations of sensed 
States and sensing States, data providers, and 
data recipients," and their consequent liability.24 

Yet another author recommends that 
international obligations should be identified, 
policy and procedures clarified, with the aim of 
establishing a working [legal?] framework.25 

While the Disasters Charter is a good 
starting point in the use of remotely sensed data 
and information to prevent and mitigate 
disasters, its usefulness is limited at present by 
its being a voluntary effort on the part of some 
space agencies and associated bodies, and not 
having a clear legal mandate. (Notably absent 
from its membership roster is the US NASA, the 
Chinese Space Agency, and the Brazilian Space 
Agency (SB A), especially since China and 
Brazil have a cooperative program on earth 
observation, the CBERS.) 2 6 

The Charter will become more useful as 
more agencies become members, and more 
countries and corporations develop earth 
observation capabilities, as well as the capacity 
to analyze the data. Further, having a more 
formal legal status than a voluntary association 

would likely add to the Charter's and its 
members' credibility. 

Greater cooperation between the 
operators of earth observation / remote sensing 
satellites and the telecommunication satellite 
operators is also needed. Without the latter, the 
data and information garnered cannot reach the 
intended recipient(s) in a timely manner. The 
following section will look at the some of the 
telecommunications sector's disaster relief and 
mitigation efforts. 

II. The Tampere Convention and the 
International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU) 
Telecommunications play a crucial role 

in all emergencies, ranging from local calls to 
the fire brigade, to providing satellite data and 
images of disasters, as well as facilitating 
international post-disaster relief efforts. 

The ITU Constitution has always 
accorded absolute priority to emergency life-
saving communications, and has recognized the 
vital role played by telecommunications in 
deploying resources essential to reducing loss of 
life, human suffering and physical damage 
caused by disasters.27 After many years of 
adopting Resolutions and holding conferences 
on Disaster Communications, the ITU, together 
with other United Nations agencies, determined 
that an International Convention on Disaster 
Communications was needed, to facilitate the 
deployment of emergency communication 
systems, thus facilitating disaster mitigation and 
relief efforts. 

Removal of regulatory barriers and 
strengthening cooperation among States were 
endorsed at the first World Telecommunications 
Development Conference, held in Argentina in 
1994. Following the Second World 
Telecommunications Development Conference 
(WTDC-98), held in Malta in 1998, the ITU's 
Development Sector was given the task of 
ensuring that attention be given to emergency 
telecommunications as an element of telecom 
development. One specific result was the 
drafting of a Handbook on Disaster 
Communications.28 

The 1991 Tampere Declaration on 
Disaster Communication called for a convention 
to facilitate reliable telecom systems for disaster 
mitigation, and finally it became part of the 
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Tampere Convention on the Provision of 
Telecommunication Resources for Disaster 
Mitigation and Relief Operations. It was adopted 
in 1998, and entered into force 8 January 2005, 
upon ratification by 30 States. Unlike the 
Disasters Charter, the Tampere Convention has 
many international legal underpinnings, and is 
enforceable law. 

Coordination of operations under the 
terms of this convention is assigned to the 
United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator, 
through the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), but the 
Coordinator's responsibilities are limited to 
coordinating activities of an international 
nature.29 A State Party requiring 
telecommunications for disaster mitigation may 
request assistance from any other State Party, 
either directly, or through the operational 
coordinator. The State requesting the assistance 
shall specify the scope and type of assistance 
required, and the State(s) to which the request is 
directed shall determine whether it will provide 
the assistance requested, and shall specify the 
terms and conditions, restrictions and cost 
related to such assistance.30 (The Disasters 
Charter states that data and information shall be 
provided without exchange of funds between 
members.) 

Art.4.5, recognizing the importance of 
national telecommunications law and policy, 
states that no telecoms assistance shall be 
provided without the prior consent of the 
requesting State Party. Intergovernmental and 
non-governmental agencies are not considered 
"requesting Parties", and may not request 
telecoms assistance under this Convention. In 
other words, the local chapters of international 
relief organizations, such as the Red Cross/Red 
Crescent, must ask the State to make the request 
for telecoms relief; they cannot request it on 
their own. 

On the one hand, Art. 4.8 is quite 
emphatic on the issue of national sovereign 
rights: "Nothing in this convention shall 
interfere with the right of a State Party, under its 
national law, to direct, control, coordinate and 
supervise telecommunications assistance 
provided under this Convention within its 
territory." 

On the other hand, the requesting State 
is urged to grant certain privileges and 

immunities to persons and organizations (other 
than those domiciled within its territory) that 
have accepted the request for telecoms 
assistance, in order for them to perform their 
functions.31 

Among the immunities recommended 
are immunity from arrest and other legal 
processes in regard to acts or omissions 
specifically and directly related to the provision 
of telecoms assistance, although nationals of the 
requesting Party are not granted these 
immunities. (The Disasters Charter also states 
that its members shall not be held liable for 
losses or injury due to their non/performance 
under the Charter.)32 

Another immunity sought is exemption 
from taxation, duties, and other charges for 
telecoms equipment brought into or purchased in 
the territory for the purpose of providing 
telecoms assistance. Further, the Convention 
urges the expedited issue of licenses, or even 
exemption from licensing of telecoms equipment 
brought into the requesting Party's territory. 
Ownership of the equipment remains with the 
Party responding to the request, and will be 
returned to that Party.33 

The Convention also emphasizes that 
the persons entering the requesting Party's 
territory have a duty to respect national laws and 
regulations, and have the duty not to interfere in 
the domestic affairs of the territory they enter. 
In other words, while providers of telecoms 
emergency assistance may enjoy certain 
privileges and immunities, they need to bear in 
mind that they are guests of the requesting State, 
and not above its laws. 

One difference between the Disasters 
Charter and the Tampere Convention relates to 
payment or reimbursement of costs and fees for 
the provision of telecoms assistance. Whereas 
remote sensing data and information are 
supposed to be provided at no cost, telecoms 
assistance is provided with the expectation of 
being remunerated therefor. Article 7 states that 
these fees will be set forth in writing, as well as 
the currency in which they will be paid. In 
determining the cost of services, however, 
several factors should be kept in consideration, 
such as the nature of the disaster, the territory in 
which it occurred, the State's capacity to prepare 
and respond to the disaster.34 
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Despite the fact that télécoms have 
become so essential at all times, but especially 
during a crisis or disaster, several hurdles remain 
which hinder rescue and relief efforts in a timely 
manner. Article 9 of the Tampere Convention 
addresses these regulatory barriers, urging States 
Parties to lift these restrictions, or at least reduce 
them. This Article is the core of the Convention. 

Art. 9 of the Convention refers to 
certain practices, which the ITU Handbook on 
Disaster Communications regards as the 
"regulatory paranoia" prevalent among some 
ITU Administrations. The underlying fear is that 
communications, and not only télécoms 
equipment, may fall into the wrong hands, or 
cause harmful interference.35 

Regulatory barriers include, but are not 
limited to regulations restricting the import or 
export of telecommunications equipment; the 
use of the radio frequency spectrum and of 
certain télécoms equipment; restrictions related 
to the movement of personnel operating the 
télécoms equipment; delays in granting licenses 
or permissions, which impede the rapid 
deployment of telecom resources for disaster 
relief operations, and may even defeat the 
purpose of obtaining the license. 

The Convention urges the adoption of 
several means to reducing regulatory barriers, 
such as revising existing national regulations 
(and streamlining the license application 
procedures); exemption from, or granting 
temporary waivers of the regulations for specific 
telecom resources (those that are being provided 
in response to a disaster). 

Another recommendation is recognition 
of type-approval of telecom equipment and/or 
operating licenses. Acceptance of foreign type-
approval also is one of the recommendations 
made in the Global Mobile Personal 
Communication Systems Memorandum of 
Understanding (GMPCS MOU) drafted by the 
ITU in the 1990s, to facilitate the deployment of 
the mobile personal satellite communications 
systems, such as Iridium and Globalstar. These 
systems, together with Inmarsat and Thuraya, 
have provided a variety of emergency 
telecommunication services around the world, 
including during and after the Hurricane Katrina 
disaster. 6 

The Tampere Convention requests each 
State to notify the UN operational coordinator of 

the measures that it has taken to reduce or 
remove regulatory barriers, pursuant to the 
Convention.37 However, "nothing in this Article 
[9] shall permit the violation or abrogation of 
obligations and responsibilities imposed by 
national law, international law, or multi- or 
bilateral agreements," including customs and 
export controls.38 

Despite the United Nations and the 
ITU's urging for its speedy adoption, it took 7 
years for the Tampere Convention to come into 
force. Only 30 States have ratified it, even 
though natural disasters have struck all regions 
in the last few years. Countries that have been 
the most affected recently by tsunamis, 
earthquakes, hurricanes and floods, including 
Afghanistan, China, Cuba, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Mexico and Thailand, have not signed the 
Tampere Convention, although they benefited 
from emergency telecommunications assistance, 
post facto. However, had early warning 
equipment been available, some of the damage 
caused by these disasters may have been 
avoided, or at least reduced.39 The lack of 
planning for disasters seems to prevail in most 
countries, although some are making efforts to 
be better prepared for future emergencies and 
natural catastrophes.40 

The ITU, and the UN's Secretary-
General, Kofi Annan, have emphasized the 
importance of reliable telecoms links in disaster 
reduction, and encouraged partnerships among 
inter/national development programs and the 
private sector to take appropriate preventive and 
planning measures to cope with future 
disasters.41 But it seems that many States remain 
unpersuaded. Are there means to induce the 
ITU Administrations that have not acceded to 
the Tampere Convention, to do so? Could these 
States be held liable under some international 
humanitarian law for not signing this 
Convention, especially if, by not subscribing to 
it and not seeking emergency assistance, they 
worsen the crisis in their territory? Do States 
not have some responsibility to protect their 
citizens, to provide emergency (and on-going) 
rescue and relief to them, or at least to mitigate 
the damages caused by natural disasters in their 
territory? 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
Numerous international organizations, 

NGOs, and national entities have expended 
much energy and countless hours in mitigating 
potential disasters, providing post-facto 
emergency assistance, and in rebuilding efforts. 
The recommendations, resolutions, and even 
international conventions that have emerged 
from their experience and efforts all stress the 
crucial role played by telecommunications 
operators and service providers in times of 
emergencies or disasters, and the need to have 
trained télécoms personnel, beginning at the 
local level. 

Both the Disasters Charter42 and the 
ITU-D Handbook on Disaster Communications43 

as well as the Katrina Report44 point to this need, 
and make specific recommendations to improve 
disaster communications and relief efforts. 
Emergency (and basic) telecom equipment 
providers could be very instrumental, since they 
usually provide some training to service 
providers on the use of their equipment which, 
in turn, could train the end users. Further, new 
technologies and equipment are more widely 
available, which can facilitate emergency 
communications efforts locally. 

At the international level, the ITU and 
other UN agencies are providing training as well 
as satellite imagery, for post-disaster télécoms 
network planning in several countries.45 These 
efforts are in addition to their cooperation within 
the framework of the World Summit on the 
Information Society (WSIS), 4 6 one of whose 
aims is to diminish the "digital divide," the gap 
between the telecom "haves" and the "have-
_ „ 4 7 

nots. 
One proposal that emerged from the 

2003 WSIS was the creation of a "digital 
solidarity fund" to help the less developed 
countries / regions acquire the necessary 
equipment to bridge the "digital divide," thereby 
facilitating their joining the information society. 
These funds could be used to acquire equipment 
for basic as well as emergency 
telecommunications, thus reducing what seems 
to be a "disaster divide;" i.e., the lack of basic 
télécoms, let alone back-up equipment for use in 

48 

emergency situations. 
The UN's and ITU's efforts also entail 

cooperation with the private sector, particularly 

now that the major international satellite service 
providers and operators are mostly private 
corporations.49 The intergovernmental part of 
INTELSAT, now called "ITSO", and its 
counterpart at INMARSAT (IMSO) play a key 
role in enforcing the public service obligations 
undertaken by their new private owners, to 
provide services in thin routes and underserved 
regions. Intelsat and Inmarsat and other private 
satellite operators have provided emergency 
telecommunications during and after the recent 
tsunami, hurricanes and earthquakes, but at cost, 
without necessarily giving any special discounts 
to the afflicted territory. (The Tampere 
Convention states that the cost of the emergency 
télécoms shall be put in writing, and agreed to 
prior to services being provided.)50 

Specific recommendations that have 
been made by those involved in emergency 
telecommunications and disaster relief efforts 
include having solar powered emergency 
equipment available; more satellite telephones 
(Globalstar, Iridium, Inmarsat, Thuraya), and 
radios. It would also be helpful to have these 
systems operators' willingness to provide low-
cost communications for authorities and even 
the victims' families. (Could they be considered 
as tax-deductible charitable contributions?) 

While much of the emergency telecom 
and relief efforts are provided by international 
organizations based in developed countries, the 
developing countries can also provide lessons on 
the use of rudimentary equipment that is 
available to them, and that does not require 
specialized training to operate. Hand-held 
radios, simple battery-powered generators, solar 
energy are available worldwide, and can be used 
when the infrastructure is damaged. Even hand-
cranked radios and telephones are available, and 
useful in all countries. 

Of great importance, regardless of the 
territory concerned, is the designation of one 
agency as head coordinator of communications 
(as recommended in the Katrina Report and 
ITU-D Handbook, and established in the 
Tampere Convention). In this respect, the 
Amateur Radio operators can play a significant 
role, since they provide services at the local 
level as well as at the international level, and are 
familiar with a variety of télécoms equipment 
and radio frequency usage. At the community 
level, it would be helpful to designate a few 
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individuals as focal points for relief or 
emergency communications and operations. 

Another initiative that merits greater 
attention is allocating and allotting certain radio 
frequencies on a worldwide and regional basis 
for emergency telecommunications. Several 
ITU Members are working on this issue, albeit 
for implementation at the national level. 

Perhaps one of the most important 
recommendations made in the Tampere 
Convention, the ITU-D Handbook and the 
Katrina Report is the need to relax, reduce, or 
waive some of the national regulatory 
requirements, all while respecting national 
sovereignty over telecommunications. Perhaps 
special licenses could be devised and granted a 
priori to certain organizations or individuals 
(and type-approval for their essential 
equipment), that would be registered as 
emergency telecom providers / operators. If and 
when their services were required, they would 
be licensed, and ready to provide services, 
without having to wait for official decisions. 

In this respect, some of the European 
Union/ European Commission initiatives could 
serve as guidelines; namely, reform of spectrum 
management, and easing of licensing 
requirements, as well as achieving greater 
harmonization in the provision of services.51 

These issues, however, are not new; they have 
been discussed and proposed not only in Europe, 
but also at the WSIS S 2 and in the Global Mobil 
Personal Communications Services/ Systems 
Memorandum of Understanding (GMPCS 
MOU). 5 3 Perhaps the recommendations to 
reduce regulatory barriers would be accepted 
more readily by States if they acknowledged that 
fast telecoms response are crucial in times of 
disasters. The law should not be an impediment 
in providing emergency humanitarian aide. 

In times of emergencies, mankind tends 
to unite or bond in ways that do not usually 
occur, perhaps because what affects our brother 
humans on one side of the globe affects us all, 
thanks to the immediacy of global 
communications. And so, we need to 
acknowledge that satellite imagery and 
communications have become an essential 
component of all these rescue and relief and 
other humanitarian endeavors, at all levels. 

1 The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language defines 'disaster' as 'an occurrence 
inflicting widespread destruction and distress; a grave 
misfortune; an evil influence of a celestial body, or 
"ill-starred", from the Italian disastro, and French 
desastre.' 
2 The distinction between policies and regulations is 
sometimes blurred, particularly when personal 
decision-making power or authority is involved. 
Thus, rather than violate "policies", and take action, 
an agency's policy may be interpreted as a regulation, 
and result in lack of action. 
3 The International Red Cross / Red Crescent 
Societies (ICRC) play a significant role in times of 
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