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Rescuers retrieve a victim from a landslide caused by the
El Salvador earthquake
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Unsung Heroes
The IFRC's volunteers are first on the
scene when disasters strike
By HELENA BACHMANN Geneva

Within minutes of the January 13 El Salvador
earthquake, Red Cross personnel were on the
scene, assessing the damage and administering
first aid. In the days since the disaster struck,
over 1,200 workers from the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies (IFRC), the world's largest
humanitarian organization, have been working
around the clock conducting search and rescue
operations and helping victims of the quake,
which so far has claimed almost 600 lives. 

For decades the Geneva-based organization has
been helping disaster victims throughout the
world. "It's a complex system, but at the end of
the day a very efficient one," says Jean Ayoub,
director of IFRC's disaster management and
coordination. 

But what exactly happens when catastrophe
strikes? Since the organization has national
societies in 176 countries, Red Cross regional
personnel are mobilized within minutes. "Our
strength is that our people come directly from
affected communities and are right there, ready,
when a disaster happens," says Marie-Francoise
Borel, the organization's spokesperson. "We are
there to give first aid, pull survivors from the
rubble, evacuate them from danger zones, put
them into shelters and give them psychological
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help." After an initial assessment by Red Cross
workers, further aid is sent in coordination with
the local government and other humanitarian and
relief organizations. 

Ayoub says $100,000 from the IFRC's disaster
response and emergency fund was sent to El
Salvador immediately after the earthquake. The
organization has issued an initial appeal for $1
million more to be supplied by private, public and
corporate donors. This is standard procedure,
Ayoub says, although the organization is urging
donors to support pre-financing for sudden
emergencies. 

"In a disaster such as this, with high visibility and
high impact, the response to our appeal is
usually total. But with less visible disasters, it's
often a struggle to raise adequate funds." The
IFRC's activities are also funded by membership
fees, national societies and governments, as well
as money donated in response to the
organization's annual appeals. This year it is
hoping to raise approximately $180 million for 81
humanitarian programs worldwide. 

The 82-year-old organization, which is known as
Red Crescent in Islamic countries, employs
300,000 staffers but relies heavily on 100 million
volunteers to carry out missions around the
globe. Volunteers are recruited and trained by
national societies. Training may include first aid,
disaster preparedness and logistics, rescue
techniques, psychological support and, in some
countries, home-care program for AIDS sufferers
and their families. "Volunteers are our lifeline and
without them we couldn't function," she says. 

IFRC secretary general Didier Cherpitel calls Red
Cross volunteers "unsung heroes. They regularly
put their lives at risk. They are there when the
disaster strikes and continue their work long after
the media spotlight has moved elsewhere." 

For more information about the IFRC, visit
www.ifrc.org. 
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