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Overview

● Case study on the Sahana Project

● The natural alignment of FOSS to the 
disaster management domain

● Sahana future direction (Phase II)
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Historic Trigger: 
The Asian Tsunami 2004

● 26 December 2004, 0058 GMT
– Magnitude 9 earthquake 

● A force = 23,000 hiroshima atomic bombs
– Few hours later..

● Tsunami waves devastate coastal areas of 
mainly Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand and India



www.sahana.lk

4

The Magnitude of this 
Humanitarian Disaster

● At least 226,000 dead

● Up to 5 million people 
lost homes, or access 
to food and water

● 1 million people left 
without a means to 
make a living 

● At least $7.5 billion in 
the cost of damages
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How Could IT Help?
● Help find missing 

people quickly in 
the chaos

● Ensure every 
single person is 
being accounted 
for and tracked

● Help prioritize 
relief response to 
the critically 
affected
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How Could IT Help?

● Connect donors, 
volunteers, 
NGOs, gov orgs 
to enable them to 
operate as one
 

● Help balance the 
distribution of aid 
and supplies

● Transparency of 
relief effort

IT helps manage the 
scale of the disaster
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How Did IT Help? 
Sahana Project

● People 
Registry

● Organization 
Registry

● Request / 
Assistance 
Management 
System

● Camp registry
● Reports and 

Statistics

A collection of FOSS Web applications: 
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The People Registry helps track and find missing, 
deceased, injured and displaced people and families
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The Organization Registry helps maintain data 
(contact, services, region, etc) of authorized 

donor and coordinating organizations in the disaster
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The Request Management System tracks all requests and 
helps match pledges for support, aid and supplies to fullfilment
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The Camp Registry helps track data on all 
temporary shelters setup following the Disaster
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Why is FOSS the Natural 
Choice?

● Many countries cannot afford or do not invest 
– Budgeting for disaster management when no 

disaster is present
– Not a commercially lucrative product domain

● World IT community are keen volunteers
– “Good will” opportunity to alleviate suffering using IT
– Shared global ownership

● No restrictions to deploy and modify
– No royalties, license costs, etc

● Open system => Transparent and trustworthy
– No proprietory “hidden” code
– Adherance to open standards 

● Rapid integration requirements requires source 
code
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Crisis Mode:
Sahana Phase I Results

● Implementation:
– By 80+ volunteers in 3-4 weeks

● Used as official data center by:
– Center of National Operation, Sri Lanka
– CHA (NGO coordination authority), Sri Lanka

● Usage (in Sri Lanka)
– 26,000+ families tracked in people registry
– Most donor/NPO organizations registered 
– Request M.S. used by CHA 

● Response
– Redhat Summit Award, ICTA Awards
– Positive response (IBM, Intel, NGOs, etc)
– Interest from humanitarian and DM experts
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Crisis Mode:
Sahana Phase I Challenges

● Reusablility and extendability of system 
was compromized for the sake of meeting 
the “live” requirement deadlines 
– Chaotic development cycles
– Dual LAMP(PHP/Mambo), LAM-Java stacks
– Not scalable

   Phase II Solutions
– Simple configuration management and release 

process
– Strict LAMP (PHP) adherance in terms of 

scalability
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Release Process
Check relative 

stability of modules

QA Lead

Branch CVS with a 
release tag

CVS Admin

Review and perform 
unit  and 

integration tests

!M. Owners

Functional, load, 
regression tests

QA Lead

Packaging and 
Release

Release Eng.

Code commit 
Process [Bug fixes 

only]

...

Code commit 
Process [Bug fixes 

only]

...

[ Bugs ]

[ Bugs Fixes ]

Stable Branch  – [ Bug Fixes Only ] [Merge] 

rel 2-1-11

rel 2-2-1 rel 2-2-14-ui rel 2-2-14-uilf

rel 2-1-12 rel 2-1-14rel 2-1-13

rel 2-2-14-rel

rel 2-2-14

Unstable Trunk  – [ Bug Fixes Only + Enhancements] 

Experimental Branch  – [ Throw away code for what-ifs / trials ]
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Crisis Mode:
Sahana Phase I Challenges

● Managing 80+ volunteers and a real 
requirement, hard deadlines + stability
– Not easy!

   Phase II Solutions
– Hybrid development model with the community 

supported by a sponsored core team 
– Core team assures the stability of the code 

base, adherance to community agreed 
standards + packaging and publishing
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Crisis Mode:
Sahana Phase I Challenges

● Privacy of Data
– NGOs default is to keep data private
– Risks of data abuse (e.g.identity theft)

   Phase II Solutions
– All Sahana to decentralize data ownership 

( P2P data exchange )
– Authorized data exchange
– Data encryption on storage
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Deployment Vision 

Allow NGOs to own their data and 
choose what they want to exchange
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Sahana Project: 
Status Today

● Code released as FOSS on sourceforge
– http://sahana.sourceforge.net (GPL)
– Adhering to all 4 levels of freedom

● Structure to chaos with a core team
– Hybrid FOSS development model. A simple 

version of Mozilla-Firefox 
– Sponsored core development team by LSF 

with SIDA backing (5 developers)
● Sahana Phase II has just started..

http://sahana.sourceforge.net/
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Sahana Project: 
Status Today

● Global community on Humanitarian-FOSS
– 30 member EM and Humanitarian 

Consultants/Experts, FOSS contributors 
– http://www.iosn.net/foss/humanitarian

● Main Domain Contributors
– Paul Currion (UK) : Interagency Working Group on 

Emergency Capacity (IWG). Information management 
consultant for humanitarian operations, UN WFP consultant

– Don Cameron (Australia) : Regional officer NSW Fire 
Services, Emergency Management (NSW Police Academy

– Gavin ThreadGold (New Zealand) :Risk and Emergency 
Management Expert. Director of Kestrel

– Tom Worthing (Australia) :Experience with disaster 
management in the defense background with a found on 
usable and efficient web interfaces 

http://www.iosn.net/foss/humanitarian
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Sahana Phase II Objectives

● Generalize the system to handle any disaster 
situation and target it for global use
– I18N/L10N, Usability, Terminology, 

Configurability, LiveCD deployment
● Target NGOs primarily, then Gov

– Budget constraints
● Accomodate for distributed data ownership

– Give choice in data privacy and ownership
● Overhaul all modules (LAMP) + introduce

– Camp Management, Request/Assistance 
trading, Damage database, Mobility, etc

● Adhere to Humanitarian and E.M. Standards
– Promote interop with existing systems
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Contributing.. Join Us!

● As a FOSS project everyone is welcome to 
contribute :-)
– Contribute to domain requirements

● humanitarian-ict@yahoogroups.com
– Contribute to Sahana development

● http://www.sourceforge.net/projects/sahana
– Contribute by promoting consolidation

● http://www.iosn.net/foss/humanitarian
– Contribute just by using it and giving us 

feedback 

mailto:humanitarian-ict@yahoogroups.com
http://www.sourceforge.net/projects/sahana
http://www.iosn.net/foss/humanitarian
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Thank You

Any Questions 
or Feedback?
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Appendix
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Guiding Principles in 
Implementation

We aspire to help:
• Ensure all disaster victims are tracked and their needs 

accounted for
• Maximize the use of funds to the end-victims
• Bring about efficiencies in the response effort 
• Protect the privacy of data and reduce data abuse
• Reduce data redundancy and improve data validity
• Provide a degree of transparency to the relief effort
• Adhere to standards in humanitarian and emergency 

mangement domain

We provide the tools to support NGOs/Orgs
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Sahana Phase II Modules

● Strict LAMP implementation
● Overhaul of:

– People Reg, Org Reg, Reports
● Camps management system ( vs Camps Reg)

– To help manage all aspects of refugees in camps 
● Assistance / Request Managemnt system

– To keep track of offers of assistance and trade with requests
● Damage database

– To record damage for various purposes
● Volunteer coordination system

– To help coordinate well-intentioned volunteers
● Mobile station and mobile device access

– Access in the field with mobile information / data entry


