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SARAID 

SARAID, a charity registered in the UK, operates to international guidelines and systems laid down by the UN Office of 

Coordination for Humanitarian Affairs. It was established in its current form almost 20 years ago and its members are all 

highly trained volunteers. It is able to deploy, in the event of a disaster, as a light rapid response team. In addition to 

providing Search and Rescue functions it has, in recent years, 

developed a structural engineering capability in the form of 

qualified engineer members who have trained with the team and 

who can carry out rapid structural damage assessments. 

 

 

GILES 

Following two years of training with SARAID, Giles is a qualified 

Urban Search and Rescue Engineer. His first deployment was to 

Albania after the earthquake there in November 2019. Because of 

Covid 19 he was unavailable to travel to Beirut in 2020 but was 

active in providing engineering support to the SARAID team that 

responded to the port explosion there. 

 

 

 

 

RESPONSE TO HAITI EARTHQUAKE 2021 

On 14th August a strong earthquake hit the south west region of Haiti. 

Initially SARAID offered to provide Search and Rescue services but 

the Haitian government determined that this was not required under 

the circumstances. However, through the Embassy in London, they 

quickly accepted the offer of a rapid damage assessment team. On 

18th August, after some days of feverish decision making and 

preparation, Giles joined the other five members of the SARAID 

team. At Heathrow they checked in almost half a ton of equipment 

and flew to Haiti (via Madrid and the Dominican Republic), arriving 

Port au Prince 19th August. 

The deployed team of volunteers comprised: 

 Team Leader       

 Medic/Deputy Team Leader 

 3 Engineers (including the SARAID Engineering Manager) 

 Equipment Officer 

 

DEPLOYMENT SUPPORT TEAM (UKDST) AND ENGINEERING SUPPORT TEAM (EST) 

While the deployed team was travelling, and then active “in-country”, many other members of SARAID, including the 

cohort of structural engineers, provided invaluable 24 hour support from the UK. By following up contacts, networking, 

and trawling the internet the identity and contact details for key stakeholders and agencies relevant to the Haiti situation 

were identified. This allowed the deployed team to optimise their use of time from the moment of arrival. As well as 
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meeting key individuals and attending important meetings, the understanding and interaction with other agencies and 

NGOs on the ground were expedited. UN staff worked alongside an EU Civil Protection Team (EUCPT). 

It was important that interaction with the media and press and communications back to the UK was managed. This both 

ensured consistency and reliability and also informed the wider membership and next-of-kin at home about circumstances 

in-country. Raising the profile of SARAID, while on deployment, could be used to help fundraising. 

 

INTERNAL TRAVEL 

It was evident on arrival in Port au Prince, capital of Haiti, that the SARAID team should 

locate itself in the most damaged area. In discussion with the UN Disaster Assessment 

and Coordination (UNDAC) staff at the On Site Operational Coordination Centre (OSOCC) 

it was established that SARAID could join a daily convoy from the capital city to Les Cayes, 

the biggest town near the earthquake epicentre. These convoys operated under armed 

guard because of political insecurity and particularly to ensure safe passage through the 

most deprived suburbs of Port au Price where local dissident groups were active. On 

arrival the SARAID team had engaged with a vehicle rental company at the airport and we 

had obtained the exclusive use of two 4x4 vehicles, with local drivers, who would be with 

us throughout our stay. Our team of six, together with about 20 large baggage items, 

immediately became able to operate independently. We benefited from some 

interpretation as the drivers spoke good French and some English as well as 

understanding the local creole, the dos and don’ts of daily life and how to stay alive in the 

chaotic traffic. Our convoy to Les Cayes, scheduled for 7am start, and including World 

Food Programme lorries loaded with provisions, eventually left Port au Prince at 10am on 

21st August and arrived in darkness 11 hours later. 

 

BASE OF OPERATIONS (BoO) 

At Les Cayes, Haiti’s third largest town, the SARAID team set up its camp from which to operate. Due to the seismic 

situation, and ongoing daily after-shocks, operational disciplines 

prohibited staying inside buildings, so our tented establishment 

was set up in the grounds of a small hotel on the outskirts of the 

town. We benefited from the armed guards, always on duty 

there, and the use of a toilet and shower. To feed ourselves we 

had brought with us “ration pack” meals for 10 days along with 

water for the first few days (and a purification system if needed 

thereafter, although reliable bottled water was found in shops). 

The hotel had its own electricity generator. We could use this 

power supply to operate computers as long as the generator was 

working, and we could sit in the lit area by the pool which 

contained no water. 

       

  

RAPID DAMAGE ASSESSMENT (RDA) STRATEGY 

Associated with, and following, the deployment to Albania, SARAID has developed a model for rapid structural assessment 

of damage to buildings. This establishes a clear procedural and legal framework. It ensures coordination of the assessor 

function, consistency in the outputs and appropriate data management. It can expedite the assessment of high priority 

buildings e.g. hospitals, schools and churches. The fundamentals of this approach are: 

 Significant benefit is obtained from the early, rapid and coherent compilation of information about damage to 

buildings. This identifies buildings that are hazardous, expedites the return to normality where damage is limited, 

facilitates the quantification of need and contributes to the prioritisation of response efforts 
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 The assessment of damage should be carried out under the auspices of local agencies in the area affected and not 

imposed by visiting and transitory parties 

 Where more thorough investigation of damage 

is required this should be noted and carried out 

subsequently so that rapid damage assessment 

is not delayed 

 The outcomes of the damage assessment 

should be categorised and made visible in the 

form of a coloured marking scheme 

 Red for serious damage/dangerous 

situations   

 Yellow for limited damage/areas requiring 

observation of restrictions  

 Green for low level of damage/safe 

conditions 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

OUTPUTS 

One primary objective for the SARAID response in Haiti was to 

generate a “starter” pack of Damage Assessment (DA) output for 

inclusion in a Draft Report to the Haiti authorities. This was, of 

necessity, generated without involvement of local engineering 

agencies who would be brought on board, and have ownership, once 

the Damage Assessment strategy was formulated and officially 

endorsed in Haiti. 

The SARAID team strategy for progressing Damage Assessment (DA) 

in Haiti was: 

 

1. To formulate a strategic approach through the official channels (UN, EUCPT etc) to reach the Haiti authorities at 

high level, to persuade them of the merit of a RDA as promoted by SARAID, to encourage them to implement this 

using local technical staff and to instigate this initially at Les Cayes. This was carried out by the SARAID Team 

Leader and the Engineering Manager. 

2. To carry out as many DAs as possible for significant public buildings, in approx two days available, to be included 

in the Draft Report. This was carried out by two SARAID Structural Engineers, each accompanied by a SARAID 

working partner, for security reasons and to comply with SARAID operational disciplines. DAs for an initial 49 

buildings were included in the Draft Report. 
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3. To facilitate the implementation of a DA plan, with training for local and visiting technical staff, in order to put 

RDA into effect. 

 

A second objective of the SARAID deployment was to ensure that the local technical staff, who would continue the DA 

work into the future, were suitably prepared for this role. This was initiated by SARAID team members shortly before their 

departure from Les Cayes. This function was passed on to a Swiss EUCP team for implementation and the first local training 

was held two days later. Guidance material for training had been developed by SARAID engineers and training was 

organised in conjunction with the managing personnel from the local organisations involved. When a Sub-OSOCC was 

created at Les Cayes, shortly afterwards, this included provision of an operating base for personnel carrying out RDA 

management and coordination. 

 

A key meeting was held in Port au Prince on 24th August at which the SARAID Team Leader and Engineering Manager 

played a pivotal role and were able to obtain buy-in from the UN and the Haiti authorities to the RDA strategy. The Draft 

Report was issued as the SARAID team left Haiti a day later.  

 

RETURN TRAVEL (INCLUDING DA FEEDBACK AND QUARANTINING) 

The team had to travel back through Port au Prince and obtained flights from there to Dominican Republic for 26th August. 

The two SARAID strategy leaders anyway needed to be in the Haiti capital for a previously scheduled summit meeting on 

24th August and they had been driven there through the early hours using one of our team vehicles. The four remaining 

team members were able to use their last day in Les Cayes preparing the DA handover and training package. Then they 

took an internal flight from Les Cayes’s small airstrip on the afternoon of 25th August. The team’s second vehicle driver 

was left to make the long drive back to Port au Prince alone, carrying the bulk of the team kit. 

The flights home from Dominican Republic were booked, through Madrid to the UK, for 27th/28th August. The matter of 

quarantining remained unresolved at this point. Then an approach to the UK constituency MPs for the six team members 

was made by the UKDST. Could the MPs consider the predicament of their constituents returning to face highly restrictive 

and very expensive quarantining in designated hotel accommodation near London? The most helpful response came from 

the MP for Stirling. He approached the Spanish Embassy back home and established that an option to quarantine in Spain 

would be feasible. Based on this the team chose to book an Airbnb in Madrid and break the journey there for the 10-day 

quarantine period stipulated for returning from a red Covid zone. Although this involved altering flights from Madrid back 

to the UK it saved more than £10K on SARAID’s bill for quarantine accommodation. It also meant that the period was spent 

in relatively convivial and unrestrictive circumstances. We did our reports, documentation and de-briefing there and 

discussed our experiences and lessons learned to benefit future deployments. Some even got back to their day jobs 

working remotely on lap-tops as they had before the deployment. The Draft DA Report to the Haiti authorities was refined, 

submitted in its completed form and widely distributed to UNDAC officials. It has been universally well received (see 

REFLECTIONS below). 

 

Establishment of an emergency Sub-OSOCC began at Les Cayes as we departed. Photos sent to us in Madrid showed the 

DA team’s desk and the DA coordination staff at work in that facility. On 3rd September they reported that 493 buildings 

had been visited and assessed by 12 teams on the ground.  

 

REFLECTIONS 

There were many challenging aspects of the Haiti deployment. The local political situation was unstable and ensuring our 

own security was a continual factor. The logistics of communications and travel reflected the relative poverty of the 

country, further influenced by the location of our operations being remote and a long way from the capital. Covid 

aggravated the arrangements for moving between countries. We had to deal with additional rules and procedures and 

our arrangements were conditional on negative results from PCR tests just before main flights. On top of this the climate 

was always hot and very humid. During the days our BoO tents became ovens and at night temperatures never fell below 

the mid-20s centigrade. Early starts each day meant we were always short on sleep. At times the frequent roar of 

helicopters ferrying the injured to hospitals in the capital city made it feel like a war zone. 



 

One of the biggest challenges for the SARAID team was to gain clarity about the complex governance structure and the 

administrative hierarchy that exists in Haiti and its constituent provinces. Until a comprehensive appreciation of these had 

been achieved it was difficult to know where to direct efforts in order to optimise outcomes in the limited time we had 

available. It was SARAID’s ability not only to gain the enthusiasm of the international disaster response management but 

also the endorsement of the Director General of Haiti’s Directorate of Civil Protection and the Ministry of Public Works 

Transport and Communication that ensured that the deployment succeeded. 

  

 

 

 

FUNDRAISING 

SARAID is a small charity that receives no official funding. Members pay a 

monthly subscription and also have to fundraise to cover the majority of 

the organisation’s costs relating to training its volunteer members, 

equipment that it owns and its deployments. Even a “modest” 

deployment costs tens of thousands of pounds. For the Haiti deployment 

costs have been increased by extra requirements relating to Covid (e.g. 

PCR tests, quarantining). SARAID needs to maintain a substantial reserve 

in order to be able to respond to the next deployment request. 

 

 

To the many of you who have already shown overwhelming generosity – 

a big THANK YOU. 

If you would like to make a donation you are welcome to do so via 

SARAID’s web site (www.saraid.org) using the link to Just Giving. 

Alternatively you can deliver cash or a cheque to Giles Waley at Burnbank, 

Fore Road, Kippen. 
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