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INTRODUCTION

The On-Site Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC) is a rapid response tool that
provides a platform for the coordination of international response activities in the immediate
aftermath of a sudden onset emergency or a rapid change in a complex emergency. It is at
the same time both a methodology and a physical location for on-site emergency response
coordination. The OSOCC is designed to work in support of the Government of the affected
country and is a tool for the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) to carry out its mandate of coordination and information management in
emergency response, particularly at the field level.

The nature of the OSOCC enables the concept to be utilized by other organizations when
responding to emergencies, including international response organizations and
Governments. These OSOCC Guidelines are intended for use by organizations or response
teams who may be establishing and managing an OSOCC (e.g., United Nations Disaster
Assessment and Coordination [UNDAC] teams), organizations or teams who may work
within an OSOCC (e.g., Urban Search and Rescue [USAR] teams, Foreign Medical Teams
[FMTs], Cluster Coordinators), and organizations who may interact with an OSOCC (e.g.,
Government of a requesting country, Local Emergency Management Authority [LEMA],
Cluster Coordinators). The Guidelines may also be used and adapted by national or local
emergency management authorities for on-site coordination of emergency responses.

The OSOCC Guidelines are designed to provide direction on establishing, managing,
working within and interacting with an OSOCC. The Guidelines are comprised of three parts.
Part | provides the foundation on which the OSOCC concept is built and the humanitarian
context in which it operates. Part Il presents guidance on how to implement the four OSOCC
system components (Virtual OSOCC, Reception Departure Centre, OSOCC, Sub-OSOCC)
and provides links to other more detailed guidance notes and resources. Part Il is an annex
of tactical tools for practical use during OSOCC operations.

The OSOCC Guidelines will be maintained electronically to allow for periodic changes to
Part Il and regular changes to Part Il as the supporting tools are improved with experience.
It is recommended that Parts Il and Il are considered field-based tools and taken by staff in
hard copy during response operations.

The Guidelines have been developed by the Field Coordination Support Section (FCSS) of
the Emergency Services Branch (ESB) of OCHA, which serves as the custodian for future
revisions and developments. Content is drawn from the expertise and experience of a broad
spectrum of international and regional organizations, response teams and Governments.
The OSOCC Guidelines are grounded in the humanitarian context in which they are
employed and reflective of the current state of the international response community.

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
Coordination Saves Lives | www.unocha.org
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PART I: CONTEXT AND FRAMEWORK

A.1 Historical Context

The International Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG) was established in 1991
and developed the INSARAG Guidelines, which describe a concept for an On-Site
Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC) intended to improve the coordination of
international assistance in support of the Government of an affected country specifically for
coordination of international USAR operations. The United Nations General Assembly
resolution 57/150 of 16 December 2002 “Strengthening the Effectiveness and Coordination
of International Urban Search and Rescue Assistance” endorsed the INSARAG Guidelines
and stressed the importance of member states following the INSARAG Guidelines for
coordination of international urban search and rescue (USAR) assistance, thereby also
endorsing the OSOCC concept.

INSARAG and OCHA originally developed the OSOCC concept to assist affected countries
in coordinating international search and rescue efforts following an earthquake. However,
the emergency management principles of the OSOCC concept make it a valuable tool in any
sudden-onset disaster or complex emergency requiring the on-site coordination of
international relief resources in the absence of an otherwise existing and functioning
coordination system. Since its inception, the OSOCC concept has been successfully
implemented numerous times in situations ranging from regional emergency events to major
international disasters.

The OSOCC Guidelines were last published by OCHA in 2009. Since that time evolutions of
methodology have occurred in functional areas such as assessment, information
management, civil-military coordination, environmental emergencies, safety and security,
and the coordination of FMTs — all of which have influenced OSOCC operations. Recent
responses have further emphasized areas for methodological enhancement — particularly
related to the use of the OSOCC in large-scale emergencies. In addition, many
Governments have shown interest in using and adapting the OSOCC concept for domestic
operations, further extending its applicability in humanitarian response and disaster
management, and securing its place as valuable coordination tool.

A.2 Humanitarian Context

The OSOCC concept and the value it provides during a disaster are best understood within
the humanitarian context in which it operates. The following sections provide an introduction
to the humanitarian system as it relates to disaster response and its applicability to the
OSOCC.

A.2.1 Humanitarian Principles

Humanitarian assistance is an extension of the desire to help others through a systematic
mobilization of resources. Assistance is provided to population groups on the basis of rights
and needs in an effort to save lives and alleviate suffering. International humanitarian

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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assistance is provided in accordance with a set of humanitarian principles established in the
19th century by Henri Dunant and endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly
resolutions 46/182 and 58/114 (2004). The principles are:

Humanity — Human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found. The purpose
of humanitarian action is to protect life and health and ensure respect for human
beings.

Neutrality — Humanitarian actors must not take sides in hostilities or engage in
controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature.

Impartiality — Humanitarian action must be carried out on the basis of need alone,
making no distinctions on the basis of nationality, race, gender, religious belief, class
or political opinions.

Independence — Humanitarian action must be autonomous from the political,
economic, military or other objectives that any actor may hold in relation to areas
where humanitarian action is being implemented.

The humanitarian principles are central to the work of OCHA and numerous international
response organizations as they facilitate access to affected populations. They are an
essential element of coordination activities and are applicable to the OSOCC as a
mechanism supporting humanitarian assistance to all those in need.

Further information on the humanitarian principles can be found at
https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OOM_HumPrinciple_English.pdf.

A.2.2 The United Nations

The United Nations was established in 1945 with 51 countries as original Member States
committed to preserving peace through international cooperation and collective security. The
United Nations works through consensus of its Members and provides a means to address
matters affecting the whole world. Today, 193 countries are Members of the United Nations
and agree to the obligations of the Charter of the United Nations. The Charter is an
international treaty that sets out basic principles of international relations.

Under the Charter (Article 1), the United Nations has four main purposes:

e To maintain international peace and security.

e To develop friendly relations among nations.

e To cooperate in solving international problems and in promoting respect for human
rights.

e To be a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations.

The United Nations System consists of six principal organs — the General Assembly, the
Security Council, the Economic and Social Council, the Trusteeship Council, the
International Court of Justice and the Secretariat. OCHA is part of the United Nations

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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Secretariat and is led by the Under-Secretary General (USG)/Emergency Relief Coordinator
(ERC).

A.2.3 International Humanitarian Response

The international humanitarian community is guided by resolution 46/182 “Strengthening of
the Coordination of Humanitarian Emergency Assistance of the United Nations” when
responding to emergencies. The resolution outlines an enhanced framework for
humanitarian assistance that includes establishment of the ERC position, authorization of
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) and creation of key funding programmes. The
IASC is a forum for inter-agency coordination at the global level related to humanitarian
assistance. Led by the ERC, it brings together United Nations and non-United Nations
partners for policy development, decision-making and coordination.

The ERC is responsible for maintaining a view on all emergencies requiring humanitarian
assistance and for coordinating humanitarian assistance of the United Nations System.
OCHA supports the ERC through its mandate for coordinating the efforts of humanitarian
actors to ensure a systematic response to emergencies within a common framework. A key
component of OCHA'’s mission is to mobilize and coordinate effective and principled
humanitarian action in partnership with national and international actors in order to alleviate
human suffering in disasters and emergencies. To achieve its mission, OCHA focuses its
activities around coordination, information management, humanitarian financing, policy and
advocacy.

In countries where the United Nations System is present, the Resident Coordinator (RC) is
responsible for leading the United Nations Country Team (UNCT), which ensures inter-
agency coordination and decision-making at the country level to support the development
agenda of the Government. Prior to a disaster, the RC and UNCT coordinate preparedness
and mitigation activities, monitor and provide early warning of potential emergency
situations, and lead contingency planning.

When a disaster happens, the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC), working at the country level,
normally leads humanitarian coordination in support of the Government. The HC leads the
Humanitarian Country Team (HCT), which brings together United Nations and non-United
Nations humanitarian organizations to provide common strategic and policy guidance on
issues related to humanitarian action. Often the Resident Coordinator will also perform the
role of the Humanitarian Coordinator (RC/HC). In large crises, sudden-onset or complex
emergencies, an HC will be specifically appointed.

United Nations General Assembly resolution 46/182 explains that the Government of each
Member State is responsible for meeting the needs of its people, including requesting
assistance if needed and facilitating the work of humanitarian organizations. Assistance is
never forced upon a state, unless the United Nations Security Council deems it necessary in
order to preserve international peace and security. To do so without being invited can be
considered a violation of international conventions. Consequently, all international
humanitarian assistance is conducted in support of and at the request of national authorities.

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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An OSOCC may operate under one of three general models within the humanitarian system:
direct coordination of response activities at the request of a Government, coordination of
specific aspects and support of others as identified by the Government, or in support of the
RC/HC. The OSOCC concept provides a platform and methodology for the operational
coordination on-site in a disaster area when other structures for international assistance and
coordination, such as clusters or a nationally established structure that incorporates
international actors, are not yet functioning. Sectoral response is carried out following the
cluster approach introduced by the Humanitarian Reform process.

A.2.4 The Cluster System

The Humanitarian Reform process began in 2005 to improve the predictability, timeliness,
inclusiveness and effectiveness of international humanitarian response. As part of this
process, the cluster approach was endorsed to strengthen response capacity and
effectiveness in the main sectors of response.

Under the system, recognized sectors of humanitarian activity are organized in clusters that
work together towards agreed common humanitarian objectives at both the global level and
country level. The cluster approach ensures clear leadership, predictability and
accountability in the international response to humanitarian emergencies by clarifying the
division of labour among organizations and better defining their roles and responsibilities
within the different sectors of response.

Cluster partners may include United Nations agencies, national organizations and
international non-governmental organizations (NGOSs). At the country-level, government
ministries/departments will ideally co-lead their respective cluster along with a globally-
identified Lead Agency. Global Cluster Lead Agencies, who reports to the ERC, have been
designated by the IASC for eleven sectors of humanitarian activity:

Cluster Global Cluster Lead
| Camp Coordination and Camp Management | UNHCR (conflict situations) & IOM (natural

disasters)

Early Recovery UNDP

Education UNICEF & Save the Children

Emergency Shelter and Non-Food Items (NFI) UNHCR (conflict situations) & IFRC (natural
disasters)

Emergency Telecommunications WFP

Food Security FAO & WFP

Health WHO

Logistics WFP

Nutrition UNICEF

Protection UNHCR

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) UNICEF

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
Coordination Saves Lives | www.unocha.org
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While the cluster system remains active at the global level at all times, the clusters may not
be established on the ground in a given country. Following a disaster the RC/HC, in
consultation with the HCT and usually the Government, can recommend activation of
clusters as part of the international humanitarian response based on an assessment of need
and of the coordination capacity of the responding organizations on the ground. The
recommendation is sent for approval through the ERC to the IASC Principals and Global
Cluster Leads.

As a coordination platform, the OSOCC provides an opportunity for clusters to plug into the
established coordination mechanism when they arrive on-site. In some cases, functions that
were being initially done by the OSOCC may transfer to a Cluster Coordinator when they
become established on-site or functions may transition to tie in more closely with a Cluster
Coordinator (e.g., FMT coordination to the Health Cluster). The specific collaboration
between the clusters and the OSOCC will be incident-dependent and reflects the principle of
flexibility (see section A.3.2).

A.2.5 |ASC Transformative Agenda

Following the 2005 Humanitarian Reform process, a number of challenges remained in
some aspects of international humanitarian response during large-scale responses and the
perception of process-related issues in the application of the cluster system. As a result the
IASC Transformative Agenda (2011) agreed to a set of actions to establish enhanced
mechanisms to strengthen leadership, coordination and accountability

during humanitarian response.

A key outcome of the IASC Transformative Agenda is the creation of systems and
terminology related to large-scale disasters. A major sudden-onset humanitarian crisis
triggered by natural disaster or conflict that requires system-wide mobilization and response
is now called a Level 3 (L3) Emergency. While not commonly defined, a Level 1 (L1)
Emergency is considered to be one in which the national and international resources
available in the country are sufficient for the response and no outside assistance is required.
A Level 2 (L2) Emergency requires considerable support from neighbouring countries,
regional entities and possibly agency headquarters, due to for instance the high number of
affected people/areas, large scale displacement, intense conflict, numerous actors on the
ground requiring coordination and/or challenges in accessing affected people.

When the ERC, in consultation with the IASC Principals, declares an L3 Emergency, a
number of actions are triggered. These include mobilization of coordination resources,
deployment of a Senior/Emergency Humanitarian Coordinator, deployment of senior staff
through the Inter-Agency Rapid Response Mechanism (IARRM), assessment activities
consistent with the Multi-Cluster/Sector Initial Rapid Assessment (MIRA) Framework,
release or revision of a Strategic Statement and launch of an appeal (the Strategic
Response Plan).

Response to a large-scale disaster requires on-site assistance from many humanitarian
relief organizations. Efforts of these organizations need to be coordinated to avoid

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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duplication and gaps, focus resources on urgent needs, ensure common approaches and
values and approach the emergency in a strategic manner to enable work towards longer-
term recovery. An OSOCC can provide this initial on-site coordination in the absence of an
alternate mechanism in an L1-L3 emergency. Work done in the initial phases of the
response by the OSOCC supports many of the activities outlined above as part of the
Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC).

A.2.6 Humanitarian Programme Cycle
A part of the IASC Transformative Agenda, the HPC is a coordinated series of actions

related to humanitarian response to help prepare for, manage and deliver humanitarian
response. The five steps in the HPC are illustrated below:

Neeads Assessmeant
& Analysis

=]
& %
3 R
o Operational Review Lt L) Strategic
S & Evaluation q%. t% Planning
Q.
oy o =
g:—' ‘-‘ Coordination %
Informnation '
m Management

=™~ Resource

' Implementation
@ Mabilzation

& Monitoring
“REPAREDNES®

Figure A.1: Humanitarian Programme Cycle

The first two steps of the HPC should be closely aligned to the outputs of the OSOCC (see
section B.2.1). The OSOCC, as a rapid deployment tool for on-site coordination, has the
ability to collect information quickly within the first days of a disaster and provide this
information to the broader humanitarian system. This supports the development of products
such as the Strategic Statement and Preliminary Response Plan.

Successful implementation of the HPC is dependent on adequate emergency preparedness,
effective coordination with national/local authorities and humanitarian actors, and information
management. The latter two factors in particular form part of the foundation on which the
OSOCC concept was built.

A.3 OSOCC Concept

The OSOCC concept was developed as a rapid response tool that works in close
cooperation with the affected Government to provide a system for coordinating and

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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facilitating the activities of international relief efforts at the site of a disaster. It is primarily
used in sudden-onset disasters, and particularly L3 emergencies, however is applicable in
other contexts including complex emergencies and L1-L2 emergencies where a mechanism
for operational coordination does not exist or requires enhancement.

A.3.1 OSOCC Purpose

The OSOCC has two core objectives:

e To rapidly provide a means to facilitate on-site cooperation, coordination and
information management between international responders and the Government of
the affected country in the absence of an alternate coordination system.

e To establish a physical space to act as a single point of service for incoming
response teams, notably in the case of a sudden-onset disaster where the
coordination of many international response teams is critical to ensure optimal
rescue efforts.

The OSOCC is intended to serve as a conduit for information exchange between the
Government of the affected country and various relief providers in a disaster receiving
international assistance, to facilitate cooperation with and coordination of international
humanitarian assistance, and to provide a platform for coordination amongst actors who do
not normally work in close collaboration. The OSOCC facility supports on-site coordination
and information exchange, and facilitates a broader coordination platform that extends well
beyond the physical OSOCC.

To optimize its effectiveness, the OSOCC should be established in the immediate aftermath
of a disaster requiring international assistance or when indicated by a change in situation of
an existing emergency. Wherever possible, the OSOCC should be located in close proximity
to the disaster site and to the relevant national government authorities. The timeliness of set-
up and the appropriateness of location are both critical in sudden-onset disasters to ensure
optimal rescue and relief efforts.

Although an OSOCC is intended as a short-term response tool for the immediate life-saving
and relief phases of a disaster, it should be established with enough flexibility and foresight
to adjust to the magnitude and complexity of an emergency as it unfolds. When an OSOCC
becomes fully engaged in the coordination of international humanitarian response, its role
and activities may be extended to meet the changing requirements dictated by an evolving
situation. It is expected that an OSOCC in some form would be operational during the relief
phase of an emergency until the Government of the affected country together with United
Nations agencies and NGOs if required, can resume the responsibility of coordination of
international resources through its own structures and offices.

A.3.2 OSOCC Context

When established, the OSOCC works within the existing humanitarian system both
internationally and in the affected country, as illustrated in figure A.2 below:

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
Coordination Saves Lives | www.unocha.org
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UN RC/HC
Humanitarian
Country Team

National
Government

UNDAC Team
Leader

Cluster leads

International

Rescue and Relief
Local Emergency Teams

Management
Authority (LEMA)

Figure A.2: OSOCC Context

The OSOCC generally reports to the UNDAC Team Leader, who in turn ensures that
activities of the OSOCC are aligned with the strategic direction of the United Nations RC/HC
and the Humanitarian Country Team, and supported by OCHA. In cases where an UNDAC
Team is not deployed, the OSOCC may report directly to the UN RC/HC.

The OSOCC works in support of the affected government in coordinating the efforts of
international response organizations. Within the affected country, the Local Emergency
Management Agency (LEMA)! is responsible for the overall command, coordination and
management of the response operation, thus the OSOCC maintains a strong connection to
the LEMA throughout operations.

In addition to the entities within OCHA and within the affected country, the OSOCC supports
and collaborates with Cluster Leads and responding teams. This can be done through
integration in the OSOCC structure, including physically being located in the OSOCC facility,
and/or through formal or informal liaison. Further detail on this can be found in section B.3.4
and B.3.5.

A.3.3 OSOCC Principles

The OSOCC is an effective response tool that is proven to facilitate coordination amongst
international response organizations for the purpose of providing timely and efficient
humanitarian assistance in a disaster. While the impact of a given disaster and the nature of

1 LEMA is a generic term used by the international community in referring to organizations that may in reality
work at a variety of levels of governments and take various forms. For example, a national disaster management
authority, state or provincial emergency management organizations and/or local emergency responders.

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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the response will determine the specifics of the OSOCC operations, the following principles
are consistent and fundamental to the OSOCC concept.

Respect for Existing Mandates and Structures

The OSOCC operates in a manner that respects the authorities, mandates, capacities and
capabilities that exist both within the Government of the affected country and the broader
humanitarian system. The efforts of the OSOCC are intended to provide operational support
to a strategic lead (e.g., national Government, United Nations organization/entity) in a
disaster situation.

Coordination

The strength of the OSOCC is derived from its ability to encourage agreement from all
parties to cooperate on a common ground in order to advance the provision of humanitarian
relief for a disaster-affected population. Coordination is conducted in a cooperative manner
that supports facilitation of activities rather than a directive approach.

Functional Approach

The OSOCC employs a functional approach to its structure whereby responsibilities belong
to a function rather than a position or person. This approach allows the OSOCC to carry out
the response activities required utilizing the resources available while ensuring functional
responsibilities are met.

Flexibility

Throughout the duration of an active OSOCC, functions may expand and contract as
required. All functions may not be activated during a given response and will be based on
the specific needs of the disaster. The responsibilities of the functions that are not activated
still need to be considered by the OSOCC to ensure there are no gaps and to enable the
system to adapt to the changing situation.

Scalability

The OSOCC functions are scalable to suit the needs of the response. Functions can be
expanded in terms of personnel and structure without compromising their core purpose and
scope.

These principles are present in all aspects of OSOCC operations and contribute to the
success of it as a rapid response tool in a period characterized by chaos, uncertainty and
lack of adequate information. The practical application of these principles through the
operational aspects of the OSOCC system is outlined in Part Il of the Guidelines.

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
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PART Il: OSOCC OPERATIONS

Part Il of the OSOCC Guidelines provides specific guidance for those operationalizing the
OSOCC concept in the field. It is directly supported by Part Ill, which contains practical
checklists and templates. Links to these resources are provided throughout Part Il.

Specific content in Part Il includes:

e Descriptions of the four components of the OSOCC system (i.e., Virtual OSOCC,
Reception Departure Centre, OSOCC and sub-OSOCC).

e An overview of the OSOCC operational “lifecycle” during an emergency, including
daily operational cycles.

e Descriptions of the OSOCC'’s functions and cells.

e Guidance for opening and operating a Reception Departure Centre (RDC).

e Processes for establishing, maintaining and demobilizing OSOCC components.

B.1 Components of the OSOCC System
The OSOCC system consists of four main components:

e Virtual OSOCC
e RDC

e« 0OSOCC

e Sub-OSOCC

Each of these components has a specific purpose and consists of various functional
elements.

B.1.1 Virtual OSOCC

The Virtual OSOCC (VOSOCC) is a real-time online coordination platform that allows
information exchange early in an emergency. It is a component of the Global Disaster Alert
and Coordination System (GDACS), a cooperative framework led by a Steering Committee
and supported by OCHA’s Emergency Relief Coordination Centre (ERCC) in Geneva. In
addition to the VOSOCC, GDACS provides near real-time alerts (e.g., earthquake,
hurricane/typhoon, flooding), impact assessments, mapping, weather forecasting and
information exchange standards.

Specific features of the VOSOCC allow responders to exchange information such as
baseline country information (including relevant socio-economic and demographic
information), entry points and other aspects of logistical support, relief team status,
assessment information, cluster activities, Civil-Military Coordination arrangements,
environmental 