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Assessing Information and Communication Systems that Support the Exchange of Supplies between Relief Organizations

Humanitarian Relief Organizations (HRO) tend to act independently, which causes inefficiencies in areas where these organizations duplicate each others’ efforts. An HRO may have supplies that another one needs, but neither is aware of the potentially beneficial relationship. As recent disasters such as the hurricane Katrina have highlighted, the lack of coordination between relief organizations is often more important than the lack of physical supplies. [1]
How can HROs, both governmental and non-governmental, promote a more efficient marketplace for the exchange of supplies? Before tackling this problem, we must first gain an understanding of the current information and communication systems (ICS) systems that organizations use to exchange supplies. Although these systems will all have some technological component, we must focus on the more general “information ecology.”
In this study, we will perform field research focused on understanding the ICS that are currently involved in the exchange of supplies between relief organizations. The study will focus on the exchange of physical goods, such as food, shelter, and vehicles, rather than services. 

Using interviews and questionnaires, we will investigate such questions as:
· To what extent does this kind of exchange of supplies, either as trading, selling, or donating, currently exist?
· Who is involved with the exchange activities, both on the procurement end and the disposal end?

· What kind of visibility does an HRO have into its own stockpiles and needs?

· What inter-organizational communication channels are involved, both in terms of technology and procedure?
· What kinds of supplies are most often exchanged?
· When are supplies exchanged? At that time of the deal, or are they agreements that are acted upon when disaster strikes?
We expect to encounter any or all of these barriers to the efficient exchange of goods: [2]
· Inter-organizational competition

· Poor resource accounting – don’t know what they need or don’t need
· Lack of interoperability between systems
· No budget or staff for the maintenance of such a system

· Government regulations – particularly for governmental relief organizations

· Financial accounting practices may provide disincentives
This study seeks to capture a deeper understanding of the ways that current ICS supports the exchange of disaster-related supplies between relief organizations. The primarily qualitative results will form a basis for analysis of ICS needs and hopefully contribute to the design of new systems that promote the efficient use of resources while still meeting the information and communication needs of relief practitioners. 
[1] Currion, Paul, September 2005, “An Ill Wind? The Role of Accessible ICT following Hurricane Katrina (Draft),” unknown source – http://www.currion.net ?
[2] Maiers, Christina, et al., 2005, “Challenges to Effective Information and Communication Systems in Humanitarian Relief Organizations,” 2005 IEEE International Professional Communication Conference Proceedings.
