
HAL Id: hal-02432339
https://hal.science/hal-02432339

Submitted on 20 Jan 2020

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Social media the new frontier
Ludovic Blay, Patrick Lagadec

To cite this version:
Ludovic Blay, Patrick Lagadec. Social media the new frontier. Crisis Response Journal, 2016. �hal-
02432339�

https://hal.science/hal-02432339
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


CONFLICT & WAR
RESCUE, HUMANITARIAN, MEDICAL

CRISISRESPONSE
     VO L : 1 2  |  I S S U E : 2  |  D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 6                  W W W . C R I S I S - RE S P O N S E . CO M  J O U R N A L

PLUS: Earthquakes in Italy; Tehran Fire Department; TalkTalk cyber attack; 
Business resilience & continuity; Social media in emergencies; The growing 

use of child suicide bombers; Disaster diplomacy; Attacks on healthcare; 
Drones & capacity building; Safe surgery in crisis zones; Canada wildfire

IN PRINT | DIGITAL | ONLINE 
The Crisis Response Journal is 
available by subscription only
Subscribers receive our quarterly hard 
copy, along with iPad or Android 
tablet version. A full archive of all 
past and current articles is also 
available online to all subscribers.

Choose the right subscription 
plan for you, from Individual 
Full, Digital Only, Institutional 
& Corporate or Student

Visit our website for around-
the-clock news, blogs 
and events updates 

www.crisis-response.com

CRISISRESPONSE JOURNAL

NEVER MISS AN ISSUE!

Keep up with the latest 
developments, news 

and thought leadership 
in crisis, emergency 

and disaster planning 
and response.

Support our 
international community 

and subscribe to CRJ 

SUBSCRIBE 
NOW!

Untitled-1   1 01/12/2016   12:33



22 3Resources, links, pictures, videos and much more are available for subscribers in our digital and online editions  www.crisis-response.com  join the CRJ LinkedIn group  follow us on twitter @editorialcrj  Crisis Response Journal 12:2 | December 20162 3 join the CRJ LinkedIn group  follow us on twitter @editorialcrj

Editor in Chief
Emily Hough
emily@crisis-response.com

Chief Scientific Editor
Ian Portelli, BCDM, PhD
ian@crisis-response.com

Urban Resilience Editor
Andy Marshall
andy@crisis-response.com

Design and Production
Tim Baggaley
www.graphicviolence.co.uk 

Subscriptions and Administration 
Emma Wayt
emma.wayt@crisis-response.com

Director
Colin Simpson
colin.simpson@crisis-response.com

Subscriptions
Crisis Response Journal is published quarterly; it is 
available by subscription in hard copy, digital and online
Tel: +44 (0) 208 1661690; subs@crisis-response.com

Back issues
Existing subscribers: £25 (US$45; €36) per hard copy 
issue (free with online access);  
Non subscribers: £40 (US$72; €58) per issue
Tel: +44 (0) 208 1661690; 
backissues@crisis-response.com

Published by Crisis Response Journal Ltd
PO Box 6269, Thatcham, RG19 9JX, UK
Tel: +44 (0) 208 1661690; mail@crisis-response.com 
www.crisis-response.com 
COPYRIGHT Crisis Response Journal Ltd 2015 
Articles published in may not be reproduced 
in any form without prior written permission 
Printed in England by Gemini Press
ISSN 1745-8633 

 www.crisis-response.com
 join the CRJ LinkedIn group 

 follow us on twitter @editorialcrj

December 2016 | vol:12 | issue:2 CRISISRESPONSE
contents Cover story: Humanitarian, medical and crisis operations in war and conflict

Cover illustration: Daniel Gomer

News ����������������������������������������������������������������4
Comment ���������������������������������������������������������8

Features
Wildfire evacuations of Fort McMurray ����������12
How public and private resources worked together 
in Canada’s most costly environmental disaster

Response and relief in Italy ���������������������������14
A swarm of destructive earthquakes has shaken 
regions of Italy, causing widespread damage and 
hundreds of fatalities. CRJ looks at response efforts

Resources for oil spill response���������������������18
Reita Waara describes a large-scale exercise 
designed to include volunteers in Finland

Tehran Fire Department profile ����������������������20
Navid Bayat examines the growth and development of 
fire protection and firefighting in Iran’s capital city 

Crisis management
Workplace preparedness �������������������������������22
Christoph Schroth examines the potential of compulsory 
emergency preparedness kits for all workplaces and how 
this could reduce the burden on emergency services

A food recall crisis �����������������������������������������25
Tony Jaques describes how a company at the centre of a 
food recall crisis in Australia found itself fatally entangled 
in a quagmire of public panic and political opportunism

The TalkTalk cyber attack �������������������������������28
Jessica Lennard presents lessons learned from 
the cyber attack on TalkTalk, saying it should be 
mandatory for all businesses to report serious 
cyber breaches to the regulator and customers

The impact of IEDs �����������������������������������������52
Christina Wille examines the wider implications of attacks 
on aid workers involving improvised explosive devices

IEDs: Global solutions for a global threat �������56
International political will must shift dramatically if we are 
to tackle the scourge of IEDs, says Dr Matthew Offord

Civil defence in times of conflict ��������������������58
The work of Syria’s volunteer civil defence teams now 
spans the entire spectrum of prevention, protection, 
response and recovery, according to James Le Mesurier 

Crisis response and peace operations �����������60
Understanding the African Peace Operations model is 
crucial for humanitarian and emergency responders, 
say Cedric de Coning, Linnéa Gelot and John Karlsrud

Attacks on healthcare
Safeguarding healthcare in armed conflict ����63
Ali Naraghi introduces this feature on violence against 
healthcare with an overview of the situation

Protecting the protectors �������������������������������66
Casey Brunelle outlines the urgent need for practical 
solutions to improve the safety and security of 
healthcare workers deployed in the field

World Health Organization priorities ��������������68
Meeting life-saving health needs in humanitarian settings 
is increasingly challenging. And in the current global 
context, the needs are unprecedented, says Erin Kenney

Medical transport under fire ��������������������������70
Chaim Rafalowski, Romeo Paredes and Agnieska 
Cholewinska provide some strategies for 
preventing attacks on medical transport 

Technology & equipment 
Tracking epidemics by genome sequencing 73 
How can new portable genome sequencing 
equipment help in remote and developing areas?

Firefighting, cancer and PPE ��������������������������76
The potential link between firefighting and cancer 
highlights cleaning and maintenance of personal 
protective equipment, writes David Matthews

Keeping blood and vaccines safe �������������������77
Emily Hough speaks to Luc Provost of cold chain and 
blood storage transport company, B Medical Systems

CRJ R&D: Safe surgery in crisis zones ����������78
New technologies to combat the ubiquitous 
inaccessibility of safe surgery are scrutinised by 
Sarah Ayton, Carly Esteves and Ian Portelli

IT in sustainable development goals ��������������80
Alina O’Keeffe explains how communications 
technology and connectivity help refugees and IDPs

Social automation, local humanitarians ���������84
WeRobotics helps local communities in 
developing countries to harness the power 
of robots, explains Andrew Schroeder

In Depth
The topology of crises ������������������������������������88
Communications U-turns �������������������������������90
Extinguish to rescue ���������������������������������������92

Regulars 
Events ������������������������������������������������������������94
Looking back  �������������������������������������������������97
Frontline ���������������������������������������������������������98

Critical communication platforms ������������������32
Nick Hawkins discusses how investing in communications 
technology can improve emergency response

Social Media: The new frontier ����������������������34
Ludovic Blay and Patrick Lagadec describe 
a volunteer network helping emergency 
authorities to embrace social media

Countering false online rumours ��������������������36
Nicolas Vanderbiest says authorities need to build 
trusted online relationships that will help to counter 
the spread of false information in a crisis

Managing cascading effects ��������������������������38
Olivia Soave and Martin de Maupeou describe a European 
project that has been developing decision support tools to 
help crisis managers address cascading effects in a crisis

Terrorism & security
Contingency planning for firearms attacks�����42
Brian Dillon considers measures that organisations 
can take to mitigate the impact and respond effectively 
to the threat of terrorism involving firearms

The widening scope of security risk ���������������44
Organisations must become more sophisticated in the way 
in which they organise security, according to Roger Gomm

The growing use of children in terrorism �������46
Lina Kolesnikova explores the disturbing trend of young 
people being forced to take part in terrorist activities

Conflict & humanitarians 
Why don’t disasters cause peace? 50
Disasters and crisis response are low on the list when 
seeking lasting reconciliation, says Ilan Kelman

The global picture 
has darkened  
considerably on 

many fronts over 2016. 
This year is predicted to 

be the hottest on record, 
setting a new high for the 
third year running. The 
WMO said in November 
that human-induced global warming had 
contributed to at least half the extreme weather 
events studied. These high temperatures help 
to fuel climate change and the ensuing deadly 
consequences many regions are experiencing.

A swarm of lethal earthquakes struck Italy 
this year (p14); Japan and New Zealand were 
similarly afflicted, thankfully with fewer fatalities.

Also released in November, the Global 
Terrorism Index (GTI) noted a ten per cent 
decrease in terrorist acts in 2015, but it was 
still the second deadliest year on record – what 
will the figures be for 2016? The GTI said there 
were 5,556 fewer deaths in Iraq and Nigeria, 
attributed to Boko Haram and ISIL becoming 
weaker in these countries. But constriction of 
one part often leads to expansion into another: 
terrorism is leaching into other areas. On p46 
we explore the growing use of children as 
suicide bombers. Although this may indicate a 
certain weakening of these terrorist groups, it is 
nevertheless a distressing and perturbing trend.

And of course major conflicts claim far 
more lives than terrorism. The feature starting 
on p50 explores the consequences for 
humanitarian actors attempting to operate 
in such hostile arenas. This segues into our 
feature looking at attacks on healthcare (p63). 

We had hoped that by the time the journal 
was published a more positive picture would 
be emerging. But CRJ went to press in the 
week that east Aleppo lost its last functioning 
hospital after a relentless wave of airstrikes. 

More positively, this issue also covers IT 
innovations developed to assist IDPs and 
refugees (p80); new medical equipment and 
research that can help in crisis areas (p74 and 
p78); and how robotics and drones are building 
capacity and fostering resilience (p84). 

In a world where international humanitarian 
law is blatantly disregarded, where efforts 
to curb climate change often appear to be a 
Sisyphean task, and where civilians and those 
trying to assist them come under deliberate 
attack, maybe there are a few glimmers 
of hope amid the darkening shadows. 

Emily Hough
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Hurricane Sandy, 2012: #Sandy garnered 20 million tweets 
after the storm struck 24 states in the USA (CRJ 8:4). 
This was the first time American authorities used social 

media on such a massive scale and the first time the Red Cross 
had set up a digital information processing centre. This was a 
watershed – the first emergence of a group of digital volunteers who 
mobilised to serve the authorities and the public during a crisis in 
what is now known as a virtual operation support team (VOST).  

On November 13, 2013, after the terrorist attacks on cafés and 
the Bataclan concert venue (CRJ 10:4), #PortesOuvertes (open 
doors) trended on Twitter. In just a few hours, outside all official 
channels and public organisations, private citizens posted more 
than one million tweets offering accommodation to those with 
nowhere to go. This offer of help was a citizen initiative, organised 
by citizens for citizens, with no infrastructure, command or 
hierarchy behind it. There was no organisation of the offers and 
the requests, simply a keyword shared on social media, which 
clearly manifested itself as a tool of population resilience.

During the Paris region floods of June 2016 (CRJ 12:1) 
#Inondation (flood), social media took a more concrete aspect in 
direct connection with operational issues. Taking one example among 
many: a couple was safe in their building and chose to stay when the 
fire brigade wanted them to evacuate – they had a cellphone, food 

and water, and were safe on an upper floor. The next day, French 
digital volunteers detected that their daughter was worried because 
she had no news of her parents. She searched for information on 
social media and asked if anybody had seen them. The fire brigade 
was notified by the volunteer team and went to the site. By then, the 
couple’s cellphone battery had run out of charge, they had run out 
of drinking water and were unable to cook. They were evacuated 
by the fire brigade. This demonstrates the vital emerging role and 
function that social media can take during severe emergencies.

For decades, academics and analysts have underlined the 
importance of emerging organisations that can take action 
and bring their own solutions during disasters. Now, with 
social networks, this public self-organisation has become 
infinitely more spontaneous, powerful and useful.

Citizen organisations can help to improve the warning 
stage, to strengthen the solutions and to get better and more 
appropriate organisation on the ground, especially when official 
emergency response resources cannot be immediately present.

Some people view social media as an intrusion, representing 
a challenge, seeing it as disturbing the central paradigm 
of command and control. This phenomenon goes beyond 
well-known and much praised ‘empowerment’ or grass 
root dynamics. We live in an era of autonomous and swift 

mobilisation of citizens, for citizens and by citizens. The DNA 
of our high complexity and rapid processing societies has 
evolved; connectivity in real time has become a vital resource.

In other words, as shown by a myriad of recent examples, 
social media has become a central and decisive element 
in the realm of crises. Social media tests and questions 
official claims of a desire to see citizens directly engaged 
in their own safety and security in difficult times. 

Moreover, it is crucial for any official to envision social 
media as a useful tool for authorities, as it has the potential to 
provide better information, better warning and mobilisation, 
leading to a more powerful and adequate collective response. 

The challenge is evident, especially to those authorities tasked 
with responding to emergencies – social media can mean that those 
in command have less information than those on the ground. The 
flash flood of information is the first wave; the second shockwave is 
when people in the midst of a large-scale event mobilise, network 
and take the initiative. This is the world of high-speed connectivity 
and a poorly prepared official will be stunned and feel threatened 
by possible false information, dangerous initiatives and loss of 
control. Sadly, some still view this as competition to their duties, 
a threat to his or her mission and organisation. If this is the case, 
social media appears to be an unwelcome intrusion, a source of 
impossible problems and not a key resource that can be harnessed. 

In such instances, social media will be fought or 
ignored. Again, the words of the House of Representatives 
in the Hurricane Katrina report will resonate: “Why do 
we continually appear to be a disaster behind?”

The only possible way for 
officials in charge is to enter 
the world of social media 
for emergency management 
(SMEM), adjust rapidly and 
make the best of this new deal. 

The bad news is that 
the move is far from easy: 
operational responders and 
authorities have neither the 
culture, the time, the tools and 
the skills to set up a SMEM 
team within their organisation. 
The good news is that there 
is a growing awareness of the 
urgency to abandon resistance 
to change and to tackle these 
uncomfortable realities. 

The best news of all is that 
some advanced groups of people have networked over the last 
few years to offer support to official circles in bridging these gaps, 
especially with regard to harvesting and analysing information and 
data from social media, and linking with citizens on the ground. 

In France and in the French-speaking world, the role of VOST 
is performed by a network called International Volunteers for 
Virtual Operation Support (VISOV). This network’s mission is 
to monitor social media during major events, detect people in 
distress and relay this information to fire brigades and emergency 
services. VISOV also aims to build up a synthesis of operational 
information for the authorities. This includes: Photos or videos to 
capture a major and fuzzy event; geolocation-based testimonies 

to locate specific development or involved people; detecting 
rumours and defusing them; and detecting emerging initiatives.

VISOV federates volunteers and organises in-house 
mobilisations during crises. Each volunteer brings his or her own 
skills and experience. This human factor forms the strength of 
the association and makes the wealth of exchanges possible. 

The association helps officials to develop in-house SMEM 
skills by sharing experience and feedback, and collaborates 
more widely in the development of SMEM in the French-
speaking world and beyond (VISOV is a member of the 
European VOST and of the world level VOST Group).

Reliability and robustness
In the last three years, SMEM and VISOV have developed 
further. An increasing number of volunteers have joined the 
association and an increasing number of national and regional 
authorities have signed formal agreements with VISOV. Every 
single event triggers new reinforcements for association 
membership and enhances its official recognition. 

In parallel, VISOV is increasing its reliability. Procedures and 
tools are becoming ever more robust – especially monitoring 
tools, reporting formats and channels. For the immediate 
future, work is ongoing to increase the overall capability of the 
network, which means meeting some stimulating challenges: 

 ■ Growth: A smooth transition from an organisation 
of 100 towards a mega-group of several thousand 
members within the French speaking world; 

 ■ Dynamic equilibrium: Formalising tools and processes, while 
keeping the spirit of a citizen 
association (being professionals 
but remaining volunteers); 
■   Recognition: Developing 
official recognition and 
agreements to improve the 
efficiency of VISOV messages 
(approvals of public safety 
association by national 
authorities and Twitter 
account certification);
■   Psychological support: 
Developing support for 
volunteers after gruelling 
mobilisations – volunteers are 
also exposed to exhaustion 
and psychological effects; a 
psychologist is already prepared 
to assist at any time; and 

■   Strategic support: Developing a specific unit that can 
stand back to help the association to keep global awareness 
and an eye on the myriads of quagmires to be avoided. 

In conclusion, SMEM is a major stake for authorities: if they 
do not embrace it now – even if this might seem difficult and 
counterintuitive – they will lose the battle of modern crises. 

And the challenge is severe, since this is an incredibly fast 
developing arena that is going to fundamentally transform 
crisis navigation. Those who do not engage with SMEM 
are at risk of defeat in every single emerging crisis. 

But the experience gained at this stage is very rewarding: progress 
is possible, and can be extremely rapid. 
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frontier
Ludovic Blay and 
Patrick Lagadec 
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network in France is helping the emergency authorities 
to embrace social media for emergency management

Technology and social media 
mean that those in command 
of an incident might have 
less immediate information 
about the situation than 
people on the ground

Monthira Yodtiwong | Shutterstock

Authors
Dr Ludovic Blay is 
co-founder of the 
International 

Volunteers for Virtual Operation 
Support (VISOV), and a 
consultant for People Know. 
After his PhD, Blay worked for 
ten years in a French risk and 
crisis management company. He 
has been working on SMEM 
with VISOV and his own 
company for five years.

Dr Patrick Lagadec 
is a former senior 
scientist of research at 

the Ecole Polytechnique in Paris, 
France, and a Member of CRJ’s 
Editorial Advisory Panel. He has 
recently published Le Continent 
des imprévus – Journal de 
bord des temps chaotiques, 
Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 2015

emergency management

Example of two tools set up by VISOV for 
authorities that mobilise the association: a 
deployment file and a collaborative map




