
Contact: webteam@who.int

website: http://www.who.int

Tsunami crisis response

Rachel Murray
Production Manager, WEB

Web4Dev, May 2005



Contact: webteam@who.int

website: http://www.who.int

Overview

» Chronology of events
» Immediate challenges

– from SARS to tsunami
– why rapid response is still so difficult

» What we did differently
» Culture of crisis information dissemination
» What could we do differently?
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Chronology of events – Part I

» 26 December – tsunami hits… on a 
Sunday… the day after Christmas…
where is everybody?  On holiday, silly!

» 27 December – skeleton health unit staff 
around to update the web site, but struggle 
because they have other priorities

» 28 December – webteam to the rescue
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Chronology of events – Part II
» 29 Dec – 3 Jan – work work 

work! Keeping the homepage 
and main tsunami page fresh at 
all times

» 31 Dec – Getting the word out –
Google AdWords

» 31 Dec – Online donations for 
the first time

» Post 3 Jan – people return… but 
is that a good thing?  More 
people means more work
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Immediate challenges – why rapid 
response is so difficult

Lack of:
» Human resources during 

high-vacation times
» Focus on the human story 

– numbers are good but 
stories make the numbers 
come to life

» Overall organizational 
support for web activities 
and a basic 
understanding of what 
that means
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SARS crisis

» Content solely managed by 
health technical units with 
little involvement from 
webteam

» Focus on technical content 
only

» Burn out– small staff trying 
to do everything, including 
web

» Little room for innovation 
with the web.  Daily 
information could have 
been syndicated, but wasn't

http://www.who.int/csr/sars/en/
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Lessons learned from SARS

Content needs to be:
» Humanized –

features, photo 
galleries, individual 
stories

» Engaging to a wide 
range of audiences

http://www.who.int/csr/sars/country/2003_07_10/en/index.html
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From SARS to tsunami – how WHO 
web adapted to crisis response

For tsunami, content is:
» Humanized
» Accurate
» Up-to-date
» Visually appealing
» Focused on target audiences 

(WHO staff, general public, 
technical professionals, media)

» More room for innovation –
RSS, newsletters, videos
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SARS homepage and 
Tsunami homepage
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What we did differently:
why CMS's are cool

» Keywording:
– More effective RSS (Really Simple Syndication)
– Aggregating relevant content is automated

» Focus on content, not on style – anyone can 
publish

» Version control allows easy rollbacks if content 
produced is inaccurate

» Our system allows cloning documents.  Easy to 
recreate the same style of a document
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What we did differently:
Keywording output from CMS

Keywording a document using:
Emergencies
Tsunami
Nutrition

Will allow a document to appear 
in:
General emergencies section
Specific tsunami section
Even more specific tsunami + 
nutrition section
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What we did differently: 
Silo content – how keywords can be used more effectively

Silo content by:
» Health topic
» Country
» Audience-specific

– Donors
– Health technical
– General audience
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What we did differently: 
Highlighting content – making everybody happy

Rotating links in the 
top spot eases 
tensions:

» WHO defines top 
priority content (be 
it technical or donor 
specific)

» General audience 
content still "above 
the fold" http://www.who.int/tsunami
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What we did differently: 
The human angle

» New feature section 
– Questions and 
answers

» A live account of a 
WHO staff member

» Photo galleries
» Video interviews

http://www.who.int/features/qa/en/
http://www.who.int/hac/crises/international/asia_tsunami/videos/en/

m1



Slide 14

m1 The challenge here was getting content from the units that was suitable for the web.  Communications officers within teams are being 
added, making this possible, but it happened later than we had hoped.
murrayr, 05/04/2005
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Culture of crisis information dissemination:
Situation reports

Great report, hiding nuggets of valuable information.  
Why? ineffective layout

» Repetitive information
» Highlights overall health problems but hides what WHO 

is doing in the field
» Intermixes health and country information.  Unclear 

whether to find information on mental health in health 
section or in country section.  Should be in both areas

http://www.who.int/hac/crises/international/asia_tsunami/sitrep/14/en/index.html

GOOD NEWS:  Because of the high-profile nature of the 
disaster, the report is being reworked
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Culture of crisis information dissemination:
Cross-linking before

Linking to offsite content 
was:

» Time consuming 
(researching links)

» Out-of-date (other 
sites would have 
content before we add 
the link)

» Repetitive (why add so 
many here when 
there's an archive 
somewhere else?)

http://www.who.int/hac/crises/sdn/background/en/index.html
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Culture of crisis information dissemination:
Cross-linking after

Now when we link, we 
link:

» Using one link to a 
portal page

» No longer out of 
date

» No longer 
repetitive

» Much cleaner 
interface

http://www.who.int/hac/crises/international/asia_tsunami/en/index.html
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What could we do differently?

Up for debate.  Some ideas:
» Use RSS to cross-reference content on different sites
» Generate relevant content to same potential users.  Joint 

newsletters?
» Share image libraries
» Share maps


