STANDING COMMITTEE ON DISASTER, CRISIS AND TRAUMA PSYCHOLOGY

EFPA Psychosocial Assistance
Background
Each year different European countries experience minor or major natural or technical disasters,
including terrorism and mass violence. It is difficult, if not to say impossible, for each nation to
develop extensive expertise for handling psychosocial aspects of disasters. The EFPA standing
committee for disasters, crises and trauma have over several years collected information regarding
psychosocial disaster organisation, recently gathered in a new report (Lessons learned). We also
have set ourselves the aim to continue to gather lessons learned in order for the dissemination of
experience across borders. However, we also propose to strengthen the possibility of assistance to
European countries struck by disasters. We would like to form a structure that can be used in such
situations -- a small team that can be of assistance for those in charge of organising short- and longterm follow-up. We propose to form a psychosocial assistance team that can be called on or sent to
the country in question to assist.
Aim
The aim of this assistance team is to be of help in creating good structures for the follow-up of
survivors, bereaved, helpers and others who are affected by the disaster. By providing the country in
question with a small group of experts, selected on the basis of their experience with the
same/similar type of disaster and/or disaster intervention from many disasters, we believe that
intervention in the present disaster can be of the highest quality. By such a model, it is possible to
use specific knowledge from previous disasters and hopefully reduce or avoid pitfalls or problems.
It is our hope and strong belief that such an approach will benefit the affected groups and prevent
unnecessary suffering. EFPA SC will have contacts in most countries and will always endeavour to
collaborate with them.
Composition of the team
The team will be composed of a small group of psychologists/experts led by one of the EFPA
Standing Committee on Disaster and Crisis Psychology with broad experience from previous
disasters. The point of contact will always be through the EFPA office and the convenor of the
Standing Committee, at present Nuray Karanci from Turkey. However, the convenor may delegate
this to other group members.
The assistance team leader will decide on the two other members of the team. The major criterion
for selection should be their experience with a disaster of the same nature as the one that the group
is going to assist with. So if for example, the disaster in question is an aircrash, the leader will
involve psychologists with experience from previous aircrashes. If one member has extensive
experience from the same type of disaster, the team leader may want to involve someone who is
known for his or her previous experience in handling disasters.
Time frame
The team aim to be able to respond within a few days after being called on, but practical matters
may require some more days for the full team to be relieved of their ordinary functions. It is
believed that the input from this team is most needed for the planning of the interventions that are to
take place in the weeks and months (and sometimes years) following the disaster. Therefore the
response time is not too critical.

Method
To be able to achieve the aims mentioned above, the following requirements must be fulfilled:
– Member countries must know about the availability of the assistance team
– There must be a structure to access the team
– There must be a mandate for the team from the European commission (?)
– The country must be aware that the team is in no way trying to take charge or
becoming active in the direct provision of help, it is a consultative team that can use
its experience and contact to assist local authorities
– There must be funds in place to secure expences involved, including payment for
replacement staff and/or loss of income in ordinary job functions
Foci for assistance
The assistance team will be able to provide guidance on important aspects of the psychosocial
intervention:
• Immediate intervention
• Organisation of short-term intervention
• Plans for long-term follow-up
• Screening procedures
• Training and upgrading of local mental health professionals
• Material (manual, books) helpful for intervention
Other aspects where guidance may be needed:
– Symbolic leadership
– Use of rituals
– Assessment methods to be used
– Societal changes following the disaster
– Structure of psychosocial follow-up
– Best practice in helping children, including orphans
– Transnational challenges
– Use of professional resources (group versus individual help)
– Securing funding of follow-up
– Turf issues and problems of coordination, communication and command
– Disaster mitigation – reducing the chance of more disasters
Result
The assistance team’s involvement should result in:
• Brief reports that list lessons learned and implications for
o Disaster preparedness and prevention
o Immediate and long-term intervention
o Collaboration between helpers within and across borders
o Assessment
• Reports to be put in bullet point form on EFPA and European Council webpage
Reports will be made available for personnel involved in disaster planning as well as professionals
involved in psychosocial disaster work.
Time frame
This team could be operative from January 2009

