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Abstract 

This paper seeks to review the national disaster plans of Jamaica from the perspective 

of child protection and wellbeing in emergencies. The focus of the review is on needs associ-

ated with education, psychosocial support and family reunification (including care of unac-

companied and separated children) as these needs are often given less priority in an emer-

gency. These are referred to collectively as the non-material needs of children in emergencies. 

Providing for the non-material needs of children in emergencies is an important part of pre-

venting children from experiencing physical or sexual abuse, psychological distress, neglect 

and harm and it is therefore vital that these are not an afterthought but an integral part of 

planning for an emergency.   

In order to review these plans a tool in the form of a checklist of measures of interna-

tional standards was compiled and applied to the plans. This paper finds that the national 

disaster plans of Jamaica fail to meet every measure on the compiled checklist. Children are 

not even mentioned as a vulnerable group in need of special attention nor are measures de-

fined to prevent them from long-term or short term harm. The limited or non-existent extent 

to which children are considered is furthermore found to be an issue in national disaster 

planning of other states. This paper therefore recommends that the national disaster plans of 

Jamaica, as well as other states, be revised in partnership with local stakeholders (including 

children, the ultimate stakeholders) taking into consideration the findings presented. 
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children, child protection, child wellbeing, emergency, disaster, non-material needs, 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Research question 

The research question of this paper is “To what extent do the national disaster plans of 

Jamaica meet international standards for the provision of the non-material needs of 

children in an emergency?” 

 

1.2 Purpose and aims 

The purpose of this paper is to review the extent to which the national disaster plans 

of Jamaica provide for the non-material needs of children in emergencies relevant to 

ensuring their protection and wellbeing. This paper aims to identify international 

standards and use these to assess gaps in the Jamaican plans measures for the non-

material needs and to provide conclusions on how these gaps can be better addressed 

in future revisions. For the purpose of this paper the term “non-material needs” will be 

used to refer collectively to needs associated with education, psychosocial support and 

family reunification (including care of unaccompanied and separated children). 

 

1.3 Relevance to the field of humanitarian action 

The subject matter of this paper is of clear relevance to the field of humanitarian ac-

tion to which it will contribute. It will examine national disaster plans which form a 

part of the humanitarian response to an emergency, particularly the response of the 

organs of state and in turn the relation of the state to other actors in the field. The fo-

cus on the protection and wellbeing of children is important as children form the most 

vulnerable group in emergencies and are most at risk of exploitation, neglect, abuse 

and other forms of harm and suffering. They also are the basis on which the future will 

be built and failures to ensure their protection and wellbeing in emergencies will entail 

issues that last far beyond the immediacy of the emergency. 

 

This paper will contribute both academically as a Master thesis to the field of humani-

tarian action as well as practically, with findings and conclusions to be presented to the 
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United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in Jamaica whom have provided support 

and supervision to the development of this thesis. UNICEF will use these findings in 

co-operation with their partners in the Government of Jamaica and its various minis-

tries to revise the country’s emergency plans in order to better account for the needs to 

children, providing a more suitable basis for future response that will help to ensure 

child protection and wellbeing in future situations of emergency. 

 

1.4 Survey of the field 

The island nation of Jamaica is located in the Caribbean Sea in the island chain that 

forms the Greater-Antilles (for a map, please refer to Figure 2 and Figure 3 Maps 

showing Jamaica’s geographical location and its parishesin the Appendix). It is the 

third largest of the islands in the Caribbean and has a population nearing three million. 

Due to its geographical location, in the hurricane belt of the Atlantic, Jamaica has on 

several occasions in recent history experienced hurricane related disasters and storm 

damage (PAHO 2003). Most recently, in the last decade, Jamaica has suffered damage 

as a result of Hurricanes Ivan (2004), Dean (2007), Gustav (2008) and Sandy (2012). 

Prior to these most recent events Jamaica has experienced great damage and a large 

number of deaths from Hurricanes Charlie (1951) and Gilbert (1988). Hurricanes are 

an annual risk with hurricane season occurring through the months of June-November 

(Lyew-Ayee 2012).  

 

Jamaica is also at risk of other natural disasters including those associated with an 

earthquake. The island is situated on the boundary of the Gonâve Microplate and the 

Caribbean Plate and is traversed by several geological faults including the same fault, 

the Enriquillo-Plantain Garden fault, which caused the catastrophe in Port-au-Prince 

in neighbouring Haiti in 2010 (Lyew-Ayee 2012). Approximately 200 earthquakes 

take place on and around the island every year with the vast majority being minor, re-

cording less than 4.0 on the Richter scale (UWI 2013). Major earthquakes of the past 

include the famous Port Royal earthquake of 1962 and the Great Kingston earthquake 

of 1907. In the former many people died as two thirds of the unofficial capital city of 

Port Royal sunk below sea level with other parts of the country experiencing land-

slides, flooding and tsunamis (UWI 2013). In the Great Kingston earthquake every 
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building in the capital experienced damage, with up to 85 per cent being completely 

destroyed. Thousands perished and hundreds were injured with widespread damage to 

buildings, landslides, fires, tsunamis and flooding (Tortello 2002). 

 

Jamaica is a nation at risk of multiple forms of natural disaster. Whilst damaging hurri-

canes are more commonplace, the risk of a major earthquake has recently been em-

phasised by seismic experts and the United Nations (Caribbean 360 2013). There is 

scientific agreement that an earthquake of 7.0 up to 7.5 can be expected based on the 

accumulating and significant strain in fault lines observable through current land de-

formation (UNDP 2013). Such an earthquake has been estimated by some to have the 

potential to cause deaths of up to 10 per cent of the islands population and injuries of 

up to 30 per cent (Ahmad 2001). Damage to livelihoods, property and infrastructure 

would most likely be large with estimations widely varying but placed at billions of 

dollars (Ahmad 2001). 

 

Jamaica has also experienced security related emergencies with military incursions into 

West Kingston in 2010 to secure the arrest and extradition of Christopher Coke, a 

gang leader commonly known as Dudus, causing over 100 deaths and injuries to po-

lice, gunmen and civilians (The Economist 2012). Whilst such events are not com-

monplace Jamaica does have a precarious security situation with high crime rates and a 

proliferation of firearms (Wolfe 2012). Military incursions and civil unrest are not 

common, however, they clearly have the potential to lead to and contribute to an 

emergency situation. 

 

Jamaica is listed as one of the top 15 most at risk nations in the world (Alliance Devel-

opment Works 2012). According to the Planning Institute of Jamaica over the past 20 

years natural disasters have cost the country over ten million US dollars (Brown, Ingrid 

2010). As a nation Jamaica will continue to experience disasters and emergencies and 

as such it is important that the country has appropriate emergency planning to best 

protect the people present on the island during an emergency. 
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In emergencies children are a particularly vulnerable group and consistently form one 

of the largest parts of affected populations (UNICEF 2009). Children are more at risk 

of being subjected to violence, exploitation, abuse and neglect in an emergency partic-

ularly as a result of family separation, lack of awareness of risks and dangers and a lack 

of safe places for children to learn and play (Save the Children 2006). Where there are 

few prevention initiatives children are at greater risk of suffering shortened lives, poor 

physical and mental health, educational problems, homelessness, poor social develop-

ment, poor parenting skills in later life and less prospects for the future and achieving 

their full potential (Save the Children 2006). However, successful child protection in-

terventions can contribute to healthy physical, mental and social development helping 

to improve future prospects of the child as well as making the child less likely to con-

tribute to exploitation of children as an adult (CPWG 2012). 

 

Whilst emergencies threaten the immediate needs of a child in order to survive, they 

also threaten their long term psychological and social development. In responding to 

an emergency it is the basic survival needs which are often given greatest priority to 

the detriment of other needs which are equally important for ensuring their wellbeing 

and protection (Wessells 2009). In particular protection efforts related to education, 

psychosocial support and family reunification (including the care of unaccompanied 

and separated children) fail to receive priority. The needs which are typically the focus 

of aid and assistance efforts include food, shelter, health care and sanitation (Lilley et 

al. 2011). This is sometimes referred to as meeting basic material needs in an emer-

gency.  

 

Education, psychosocial support and family reunification are all important efforts to 

ensure child protection in an emergency. Education can help children identify risks, 

give them hope for the future and provide a means to assess the needs of children 

(Save the Children 2007). It can provide children with greater options to achieve their 

potential and can provide a safe place for children separate from the stresses and dan-

gers associated with an emergency situation (Cahill 2010). Psychosocial support initia-

tives, meanwhile, can help address the short and long term mental wellbeing of chil-

dren, rebuilding confidence and fostering positive social development (CPWG 2012). 
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Family reunification is central to child wellbeing as the family is where the child is best 

protected from the risks and dangers they are exposed to in an emergency and where 

they will receive the individual love, attention and care necessary to overcome the 

trauma and potential development problems that are associated with emergencies 

(IASC 2007b). As a part of family reunification the care of unaccompanied and sepa-

rated children within family type environments provide children with the protection 

and the support needed whilst efforts are made to identify surviving parents and care-

givers (Doyle, Joanne 2010). 

 

However, where these needs commonly fail to receive priority or the appropriate con-

sideration, there can be a variety of resulting threats to children’s protection and well-

being. It is not uncommon for family reunification efforts to be hampered when priori-

ty is given to inter-country adoption which can in fact increase family separation or 

make temporary separation permanent (Doyle, Joanne 2010). A recent example of 

this occurred in Haiti where early on inter-country adoption was fast tracked and 

many unaccompanied and separated children were moved abroad (Doyle, Joanne 

2010). Whilst some basic material needs may well be met better outside of the emer-

gency environment, the child’s protection and wellbeing is always best met in their lo-

cal context (IASC 2007b). Inter-country adoption can expose the child to greater pro-

tection risks and can have long term negative implications on healthy psychological 

and social development (Doyle, Joanne 2010). The child’s right to an identity and 

means to re-establish contact with surviving family members can be compromised if 

important documentation is lost (IASC 2007b), which was the case for many in Haiti 

(Doyle, Joanne 2010). 

 

Likewise failure to prioritise education early on is commonplace with this often being 

considered an issue for long term development projects (Cahill 2010). However, this 

view fails to see the potential for education to act as a means of identifying children’s 

needs, making referrals and as a link to other sectors including those covering basic 

survival needs. Children failing to receive education in an emergency are likely to be 

less aware of the risks and dangers of their environment and this makes them more 

vulnerable to exploitation and abuse (CPWG 2012). Children are also more likely to 
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find themselves in precarious situations as the safe place education provides is replaced 

by unsupervised play, work or other engagements in environments where their safety 

is not assured (Save the Children 2007).  

 

Equally important are the psychosocial needs of children in emergencies which have 

not always been given adequate priority in emergencies. Having experienced trauma a 

lack of support can lead to long term psychological and social development issues even 

leading to serious mental health issues in later life (Save the Children 2007). Psycho-

social support can help children regain development losses caused by trauma and can 

give children the chance to be children again through the provision of safe spaces 

where they can take part in activities and play that encourage progress in psychosocial 

development (Arntson & Knudsen 2004). 

 

The needs of children in emergencies associated with education, psychosocial support 

and family reunification (including care of unaccompanied and separated children) are 

all of clear importance for ensuring child protection and wellbeing. Yet, these needs 

are not always being prioritised and met by those providing aid and assistance in situa-

tions of emergency. This paper will refer to these needs collectively as “non-material 

needs” and will seek to determine to what extent these non-material needs are consid-

ered in the national disaster planning of Jamaica and whether this is in line with inter-

national standards. 

 

1.4.1 Rationale for study 

Jamaica is a country that experiences a variety of natural disasters. There is an annual 

risk of hurricanes, many of which have in past years caused severe damage to the na-

tion. A high magnitude earthquake is forecast and the country experiences circa 200 

smaller earthquakes annually. Earthquakes and hurricanes in the country have in the 

past led to flooding, landslides, tsunamis, building collapse, fires and other disasters. 

Additionally the country has experienced civil unrest, with a proliferation of firearms 

making emergency situations potentially more volatile.  
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Children are particularly vulnerable in emergencies, such as those confronted by Ja-

maica, with a variety of issues affecting their wellbeing. Key to their needs are the non-

material needs encompassing psychosocial support, education and family reunification. 

These needs often fail to receive priority in an emergency but are vital to a child’s pro-

tection, wellbeing, healthy development and long term prospects of achieving their full 

potential. The response of the state to an emergency or disaster is informed, to a large 

extent, by its national disaster plans. In a country such as Jamaica it is important that 

the national disaster plans of the state reflect the needs of children as these plans in-

form the emergency response of the state and hold the state to account in instances 

where there are shortcomings.  

 

For a state facing the challenges Jamaica experiences it is important that the national 

disaster plans provide for the needs of the vulnerable, of children. Emergencies will 

happen and the state will be involved to varying degrees in efforts to respond. This 

study will seek to determine the extent to which the national disaster plans of Jamaica 

provide for the non-material needs of children in emergencies. It will identify neces-

sary revisions in order to better protect the wellbeing of children in future emergencies 

and to pre-empt a situation where the state is forced to respond to an emergency 

without appropriate measures detailed in the Jamaican national disaster plans. As a na-

tion in a position of high risk, exposed to a variety of potential disasters and emergen-

cies, it is important that the plans detailing an emergency response be scrutinised to 

ensure they uphold international standards and do not contribute to making a bad sit-

uation worse.  
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2 Conceptual framework 

This paper will employ the concept of ‘non-material needs’ which will be used to col-

lectively discuss the issues of education, psychosocial support and family reunification. 

This term has been settled upon as a means of referring to all three needs without ne-

cessitating reference to each need individually and helps to make the study more co-

herent and easily read. The term ‘material survival needs’ is often used to discuss needs 

such as food, water, shelter and healthcare and hence the term ‘non-material’ has been 

chosen to address needs which risk being viewed as more abstract and less urgent.  

 

For clarity to readers, whom may be unfamiliar with some of the other terms em-

ployed in this text, the key concepts and their designated definitions are laid out in 

Table 4 in the Appendix. Due to a wide variety of definitions, with varying emphases, 

employed by different actors working with children in emergencies this paper has cho-

sen to formulate its own definitions. These definitions are based upon the authors own 

understanding and conceptualisation of the terms by the way in which they are collec-

tively used by actors and practitioners in the field. 

 

In seeking to establish the extent to which the national disaster plans of Jamaica pro-

vide for the non-material needs of children in emergencies it is necessary to determine 

a perspective through which to approach this study. This paper acknowledges that in 

times of emergency each situation will have its own challenges and demands and that 

these will be very much determined by the local contexts. However, this text will not 

seek to present a debate on whether the needs of children in an emergency are univer-

sal or whether they are context dependent. This study will approach the subject from 

the understanding that international legal standards, as well as guidelines for minimum 

and best practice, form the best basis on which to ground results. 

 

International legal instruments are commonly agreed and act as norms of practice 

which in many states are also legally binding on actions of states (Novakovic 2013). 

For this reason international law will be examined to see what rights children are af-

forded, what standards are laid down and how these are reflected in Jamaica’s disaster 
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planning. International legal standards are the absolute minimum that could be ex-

pected to be represented in the national disaster plans, particularly in cases where the 

Jamaican government has ratified an international legal instrument and there exists a 

commitment to uphold its contents. This could then reasonably be expected to be re-

flected in the disaster planning of the state.  

 

In addition the study will look at guidelines on minimum standards and best practice 

accepted by actors in the field of emergency response and humanitarian assistance. 

Guidelines in emergency response with minimum standards and best practice are use-

ful in that they are compiled by actors with knowledge and experience in the area. 

Their reflection in the Jamaican national disaster plans would complement that of in-

ternational legal standards as they provide minimum standards and standards for best 

practice relevant to the specifics of an emergency situation and developed from a posi-

tion of experience. Particularly valuable are guidelines which are referred to and used 

by several actors as well as those which have been developed collectively by numerous 

actors in emergencies. 

 

This paper will initially look to international standards, including international law and 

commonly used guidelines, as a perspective through which to assess the protection of 

children’s non-material needs in emergencies. The process in which this perspective is 

applied is discussed in the Method section of this text. However, this paper will also 

look to incorporate other relevant literature, as well as a comparison of other states 

disaster plans, in its discussion. This will be done in order to provide a clearer context 

for the disaster plans of Jamaica in relation to those of other states as well as greater 

insight and explanation surrounding the needs of children in emergencies and how 

they are best met, as well as the problems commonly encountered in meeting them. 

 

Concepts such as international law (including human rights law) and guidelines for 

best practice and minimum standards will be viewed by this paper as universally appli-

cable. However, this perspective does not mean that each emergency situation can be 

approached in a uniform manner as emergencies will by nature present their own 

unique issues in each situation with the local terrain, weather and culture presenting 
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opportunities as well as potential challenges. However, this being the case, interna-

tional standards, such as human rights law, will be considered for the purpose of this 

work to be universally applicable. 

 

This paper acknowledges that there exists a debate surrounding whether international 

standards, particularly human rights, are universally applicable or culturally and con-

textually relative. This discussion is vast and covers areas of philosophy, anthropology, 

international relations and economics (Cowan et al. 2001). For the purpose of this 

work such a discussion cannot be included to any great degree as it would deviate from 

the focus in seeking to establish the extent to which Jamaica’s national disaster plans 

ensure the non-material needs of children.  

 

The perspective applied by this paper will be one which accepts the universal applica-

bility of international legal standards as well as guidelines on best practice and mini-

mum standards as means for obtaining results. The author believes this approach to be 

defensible as the perspective of universalism is one which has been increasingly justi-

fied by several developments in the international community which have sought to en-

force the universal nature of international law. Of importance is the adoption by the 

international community of the 1993 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action at 

the World Conference on Human Rights where paragraph five reads: 

All human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent and interrelated. 

The international community must treat human rights globally in a fair and equal 

manner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis. While the significance 

of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and reli-

gious backgrounds must be borne in mind, it is the duty of States, regardless of 

their political, economic and cultural systems, to promote and protect all human 

rights and fundamental freedoms. (United Nations 1993) 
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Figure 1 Visualisation of conceptual framework and method employed 
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An increasing sense of international responsibility over that of national sovereignty is 

evidenced in international tribunals, such as the ICC established in The Hague under 

the Rome Statute (Reydams 2003). As well as this the increasing use of extraterritorial 

justice, or universal jurisdiction, that is to say prosecution authority by one country 

regardless of whether the crime was committed in another, on issues such as sexual 

offences against children and terrorism in countries including the United Kingdom, 

Spain and Belgium (Reydams 2003) show a progressive move towards a universal un-

derstanding of international law and human rights (Pollis & Schwab 2000). This “re-

flect[s] an emerging consensus on international responsibility and accountability for 

the most heinous crimes against humanity, thereby restricting the claim of state sover-

eignty” and as such advancing the profile of the argument for universalism (Pollis & 

Schwab 2000). 

 

Additionally academic literature is trending towards a greater acceptance of universali-

ty of international law. For example, Pollis and Schwab, have in earlier academic 

works presented opposition to the universality of human rights but in more contempo-

rary work have sought to reconcile this stance through an understanding of culture as 

being incorporated within human rights (Pollis & Schwab 1979). This stance takes the 

view that a “new universalism” has been established by the advent of globalisation with 

social, economic and cultural rights as well as civil and political rights being co-

dependent.  

 

This paper deems the use of a perspective that views international standards as univer-

sal to be justified. Whilst this paper acknowledges the existence of a debate on wheth-

er rights are universally or contextually dependent, it is not in this interest of this study 

to pursue such a debate in great depth. This is deemed to be a separate issue which has 

the potential for an entirely different research paper and would dilute the focus of this 

study, as well as its relevance, if included. This study will not attempt to test theories 

of universalism or cultural relativism as this is not in line with the Purpose and aims 

risking abstract debate on concepts and deviation from the Research question. 
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3 Method 

In seeking to assess the national disaster plans of Jamaica from the perspective of meet-

ing the non-material needs of children relevant to ensuring child protection and well-

being this paper will seek to determine what constitutes best practice and common 

standards in providing non-material needs. Once determined a checklist will be created 

based upon the findings. This checklist will enable a structured review of the various 

national disaster plans made available for this assessment by government ministries, 

agencies and offices in Jamaica.  

 

In order to determine what constitutes best practice and common standards for child 

protection in emergencies two key sources will be consulted which will contribute to 

the creation of the checklist. These will include: 

 

1. International legal instruments relevant to child protection and wellbeing in 

emergencies 

2. Guidelines employed by humanitarian actors in the provision of child protec-

tion and wellbeing in emergencies 

 

The most obvious source for the foundation of the checklist is international legal in-

struments related to child rights, protection and wellbeing in emergencies. Existing le-

gal commitments by Jamaica to child rights and measures for their protection will be 

included as they are the minimum that can be expected to be reflected in national dis-

aster plans. However, this paper will also seek to address international legal instru-

ments that are relevant, even if they are not currently ratified by Jamaica, due to their 

global relevance and the way in which they create standards and norms of minimum 

practice. 

 

The inclusion of guidelines related to child protection and wellbeing in emergencies 

will be identified to highlight existing standards of best practice in the field of child 

protection in emergencies. They will be identified through the use of internet search 

functions and the databases available through Uppsala University. In particular the In-
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ternational Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS), Journal Storage (JSTOR), 

Google Scholar and to a lesser extent Google Search will be used. In addition to these 

searches the offices of several high profile organisations with expertise in child protec-

tion in emergencies will be identified and contacted regarding which standards they 

adhere to and/or consider widely used or accepted amongst other actors. Should 

standards and guidelines be found that are only used by one actor, and are not com-

monly referred to in relevant literature, these guidelines and standards will be exclud-

ed. 

 

The standards set by other countries national disaster plans treatment of children in 

emergencies will also be addressed in the discussion of the results. This paper will seek 

to obtain the national disaster plans of other (particularly Caribbean) island states as it 

is anticipated that these states, facing similar issues to Jamaica, will provide the most 

useful comparison. However, this paper will also look to acquire disaster plans from 

countries which have a regular experience of disasters, particularly states with a well-

developed response infrastructure, which are considered likely to have given greater 

consideration to the area of child protection and well-being than those experiencing 

emergencies in less frequency or with fewer resources to expend on planning a re-

sponse. To obtain these plans the relevant national government websites will be con-

sulted in the hope that these may be available online. It is anticipated that it will also 

be necessary to contact the relevant departments or offices should these plans not be 

accessible on their websites. Once obtained, these plans will be reviewed for their 

treatment of the non-material needs of children in an emergency. 

 

Literature covering non-material needs reviewed by this paper will also be consulted in 

the discussion of the results. This literature will be sourced using relevant databases 

available through Uppsala University (specifically the International Bibliography of the 

Social Sciences (IBSS), Journal Storage (JSTOR), Google Scholar and Google Search). 

References from these articles identified as being of interest will additionally be sought 

to be obtained through the same means. Where an article cannot be found online, or 

as a physical copy in the university library, the organisation responsible for its author-

ing will be contacted, if possible.  
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Literature prior to the year 2000 will be excluded on the basis that the fast pace of de-

velopments in this field make it likely that earlier literature will contain little of con-

temporary relevance. Whilst there is a vast amount of research in the area of children’s 

needs generally, for the purpose of this paper only works dealing with the specific 

needs of children in emergency situations will be included. This is in order to ensure 

the paper remains relevant and focused on the needs of children in emergencies and 

does not stray into a vast discussion of their needs in other situations. For example, 

looking into children’s general educational needs would produce an enormous discus-

sion spanning issues including curriculum, class sizes and teacher training which would 

not be productive for the purpose of this work. 

 

To locate these materials this paper will use the following search strings across the da-

tabases and search platforms employed: 

- guideline* child* protection 

- standard* child* protection 

- child* protection standard* emergency* 

- child* protection standard* disaster* 

- child* protection guideline* emergency* 

- child* protection guideline* disaster* 

- child* protection standard* humanitarian action 

- child* protection guideline* humanitarian action 

- psychosocial child* emergency* 

- psychosocial child* disaster* 

- unaccompanied child* emergency* 

- unaccompanied child* disaster* 

- separated child* emergency* 

- separated child* disaster* 

- family reunification emergency* 

- family reunification disaster* 

- education child* emergency* 

- education child* disaster* 
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4 Results 

4.1 Education 

4.1.1 Results from guidelines  

The primary guiding documents identified are: 

 Minimum standards for education: Preparedness, response, recovery (INEE 2010) 

 Minimum standards for child protection in humanitarian action (CPWG 2012) 

 Child protection in emergencies: Priorities, principles and practices (Save the Children 

2007) 

 

The guiding documents call for the need to prioritise education (Save the Children 

2007) and to “rapidly organise” child friendly or temporary learning spaces (CPWG 

2012) in the event of an emergency. In doing so access to education needs to be pro-

vided in an inclusive, equitable manner so that it is ensured for all children (Save the 

Children 2007). This is best guaranteed through community participation in education 

initiatives such as through consultation in placement of temporary schools (INEE 

2010). Such involvement can aid in the recommended standards which specify “map-

ping schools that are at risk” (CPWG 2012) and in establishing schools with access 

routes that are “safe, secure and accessible to all” (INEE 2010). The recommendations 

require that schools should be located away from possible “protection threats” and 

“close to population centres” (CPWG 2012) and the “communities they serve” (INEE 

2010) to ensure access to education, despite an emergency, is made available to all 

children equitably. In addition information should be collected at educational centres 

which is “disaggregated by sex, age and disability” which can help in monitoring issues 

related to access and proliferation of educational services. Requirements for access 

should be changed so that they do not create barriers, such as requirements for chil-

dren to have relevant papers (CPWG 2012). 

 

Efforts should be made to improve the awareness of educators to systems of assess-

ment, referral and reporting, particularly on protection issues (CPWG 2012). There 
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should be appropriate training on “how to identify and report child protection risks” 

and referral systems should be set up (CPWG 2012). The guidelines recommend not 

just a monitoring of protection issues related to children’s protection outside of school 

but also regular monitoring of the protection afforded by the schools themselves and 

the surrounding vicinity (INEE 2010). There should be regular monitoring of the 

“child protection situation in schools” to ensure protection from “corporal punish-

ment”, other “cruel or degrading punishments” and other failures in provision of pro-

tection (CPWG 2012). Included in the guidelines are the need for a “code of conduct” 

for teachers to be developed which can aid both in prevention and detection of protec-

tion issues. Agreement between actors, parents and the community is also identified as 

important in establishing “indicators” to be used “to track progress” (CPWG 2012). 

 

The guidelines point to the need to work beyond a normal curriculum in order to ad-

dress the particular needs of children in emergencies. The importance of teaching “risk 

reduction” and “life skills” is highlighted as central for ensuring children are equipped 

with the skills needed to better overcome challenges they face in an emergency situa-

tion (CPWG 2012, INEE 2010). As examples of what risk reduction and life skills 

teaching can include the guidelines speak of measures for the “prevention of separa-

tion” or “what to do in the event of an earthquake or tsunami”, how to cope with 

“dangers and injury prevention” (CPWG 2012) as well as working with “communica-

tion skills” and “risk taking behaviour”. The guidelines also point to the position educa-

tion is in to shape social developments in an emergency and include recommendations 

that education initiatives should support “positive living, acceptance and peace” 

(CPWG 2012). As a part of this the guidelines identify a need to review curriculum 

content to ensure that it does not “discriminate in any way” (CPWG 2012) requiring 

that efforts be made to ensure whether education may “inadvertently be contributing” 

to issues such as conflict that may be associated with an emergency (CPWG 2012). As 

well as such measures, education is identified as a means for provision of psychosocial 

support with the INEE calling for “the psychosocial well-being of learners” to be pro-

moted (INEE 2010). This is evident across the identified guidelines with activities in 

educational facilities needing to “ensure learners well-being” and “focus on enhancing 

sound development, positive social interactions and good health” (INEE 2010). 
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The importance of linking education with other sectors is clearly addressed in the 

guidelines reviewed by this paper. Schools can be used as a means of addressing and 

monitoring needs such as “health, nutrition, water supply, sanitation and hygiene prac-

tices” (CPWG 2012). By working alongside other sectors a clearer image of the way 

basic services are being provided can be given and this can aid in other sectors meeting 

these needs and identifying weaknesses (Save the Children 2007). 

 

Education in an emergency needs to be coupled with minimum standards for the train-

ing of teachers and should “include the safety of the affected population as a sub-

objective” of education initiatives (CPWG 2012). Issues which teachers may not pre-

viously be educated in need to receive appropriate attention including “how to identify 

children’s needs, child-centred learning strategies, psychosocial support, inclusive edu-

cation practices and ways to make sure there are clear systems of reporting protection 

concerns in the classroom” (CPWG 2012). It is particularly emphasised that educators 

need to be given the “skills and knowledge needed to create a supportive learning envi-

ronment and promote learners psychosocial well-being” (INEE 2010). Other aspects 

include the need to “develop and use child protection messages” (CPWG 2012) as well 

as giving teachers training on gender sensitive teaching approaches (CPWG 2012). 

Furthermore the guidelines identify a need to “limit class size” and “reduce unrealistic 

expectations” in order to ensure the teachers “are protected, and not just the protec-

tors” (CPWG 2012). 

 

4.1.2 Results from legal instruments 

Legal instruments related to education are found to include: 

 Convention against discrimination in education (UNESCO 1960) 

 International covenant on economic, social and cultural rights (United Nations 1976) 

 Convention on the rights of the child (United Nations 1989) 

 

The main articles identified in the Convention on the Rights of the Child relevant to the 

issue of education in emergencies are Articles 28 and 29 which relate directly to edu-

cation. Articles 3, 19 and 31 are also identified as being of relevant dealing with issues 
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related to education in an emergency (United Nations 1989). The convention was rati-

fied by Jamaica in 1991 and as such Jamaica has expressed commitment to its 

measures. 

 

Article 28 recognises the “right of the child to education” available “on the basis of 

equal opportunity” and commits state parties to “make primary education compulsory 

and available for all” (United Nations 1989). The same article also calls for measures to 

be taken “to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction of drop out 

rates”. It also commits the signatories to commit to the protection of the child by en-

suring “school discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human 

dignity” (United Nations 1989). Article 29 also explicitly makes reference to educa-

tional rights of the child expressing that education should seek “the development of 

the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest poten-

tial”. This article directs the state parties to prepare the child for “responsible life in a 

free society, in the spirit of peace, tolerance, equality of the sexes and friendship 

among all peoples” (United Nations 1989). 

 

Article 3 is of relevance in that it refers to the “best interests of the child” being a 

“primary consideration” for “all actions concerning children” (United Nations 1989). It 

also commits signatories to ensuring facilities “responsible for the care or protection of 

children” conform to relevant standards “particularly in areas of safety, health and in 

the number and suitability of their staff” (United Nations 1989). The “survival and de-

velopment of the child” to “the maximum extent possible” is also enforced in Article 6 

of the convention (United Nations 1989). Article 19 commits states to “take all appro-

priate […] educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or 

mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or ex-

ploitation including sexual abuse” (United Nations 1989). Another article of relevance 

is Article 31 which points to the right to “engage in play and recreation activities” and 

to “participate fully in cultural and artistic life” (United Nations 1989). 

 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights was ratified by 

Jamaica in October 1975. As a signatory to the treaty Jamaica is committed to the 
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rights it enshrines. The main article of relevance to education is Article 13. This article 

commits states to “the right of everyone to education” which should be “directed to 

the full development of the human personality” (United Nations 1976). Additionally, 

Article 2 makes reference to the rights of the charter being guaranteed “without dis-

crimination of any kind as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other 

opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status”. The document also 

recognises the “right of everyone to take part in cultural life” (United Nations 1976).  

 

The Convention against Discrimination in Education was ratified by Jamaica in March 

2006. As such Jamaica is committed to its contents and has made no reservations. The 

document emphasises that access to education should not be the subject of discrimina-

tion and that it should seek to “promote understanding, tolerance and friendship 

among all nations, racial and religious groups […] for the maintenance of peace” 

(UNESCO 1960). 

 

4.2 Psychosocial support 

4.2.1 Results from guidelines  

The primary guiding documents identified are: 

 Guidelines on mental health and psychosocial support in emergency settings (IASC 

2007a) 

 Minimum standards for child protection in humanitarian action (CPWG 2012) 

 Child protection in emergencies: Priorities, principles and practices (Save the Children 

2007) 

 

The guiding documents point to the importance the protection a family provides a 

child with and that in an emergency this should be strived to be maintained (Save the 

Children 2007). Within a family setting the child is best placed to recover from psy-

chosocial issues arising from the events of an emergency (Save the Children 2007). As 

the Save the Children document states “Once the protection a family provides is lost 

or seriously weakened, children are far more vulnerable to secondary stress” (Save the 

Children 2007). The guidelines reviewed point to the importance of efforts being 
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made, therefore, to support the family “for example by providing information on how 

to cope with stress and carrying out activities for children” (CPWG 2012). In particu-

lar the IASC points to the need to provide support to the families of young children 

aged 0-8 (IASC 2007a).  

 

The importance of community involvement in the provision of psychosocial support is 

emphasised in the plans and particularly in “community based activities that promote 

the ability of families and communities to support each other” (Save the Children 

2007). The CPWG guidelines recommend efforts to strengthen “pre-existing commu-

nity networks” in order to aid in psychosocial support of children and their families 

(CPWG 2012).  Support is endorsed for activities that are based within the communi-

ty such as “recreational activities, sports, cultural activities and life skills” (CPWG 

2012). And it is not just the importance of utilising the community for psychosocial 

support programmes but also involving them in the decisions that the guidelines rec-

ommend. For an “effective and sustainable approach” the IASC recommends that 

“girls, boys, women and men should be active partners in decisions” (IASC 2007a).  

 

An important measure for psychosocial recovery as identified in the guidelines in-

cludes appropriate co-ordination and referral systems (IASC 2007a). The CPWG calls 

for this to be established between all sectors “including education, protection, health 

and psychosocial support providers” (CPWG 2012). This should be established in “co-

ordination” with other actors and sectors and should be coupled with a “detection and 

referral system” for those in need of mental health services (CPWG 2012).  

 

Another area of importance in the provision of psychosocial support is that of training. 

Those involved in provision of psychosocial support services should be provided with 

“training in psychological first aid” and should be trained to “work with other sectors” 

(CPWG 2012). In addition, the guiding documents highlight the necessity of ensuring 

“psychosocial support for national workers who have been affected by the emergency” 

(CPWG 2012). Ideally, training should be in line with the IASC guidelines and it 

should be ensured that “staff adhere to these and refer them across agencies and with 

local partners” (IASC 2007a). Appropriate training, referral and co-ordination systems 
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need to be established alongside a monitoring of wellbeing (IASC 2007a). Monitoring 

can be achieved through various contextualised means but suggested tools include 

“questionnaires, using focus group discussions, key informant interviews and observa-

tions in the community” (CPWG 2012).  

 

Another element is that of support given to early childhood. Early childhood covers 

the period prior to birth up until primary school. Support here should be given to the 

parents and in particular the mothers with support “for poorly nourished, frequently ill 

and other groups of at risk children” (CPWG 2012) being particularly emphasised. 

Measures include parenting interventions such as “support to pregnant women”, “pro-

moting mother-infant interaction” and “psychosocial stimulation should be offered to 

improve child development” (CPWG 2012). However, warnings are made of the need 

for care to be taken to not “undermine the role and authority of the parents or care-

takers” but that programmes should rather seek to “support them in their roles” (Save 

the Children 2007). 

 

Establishing routine and normalisation of life for children is also identified as being of 

importance in supporting mental health and psychosocial recovery (IASC 2007a). This 

is something which can be done in partnership with other sectors, in particular the 

routine which education can provide. Save the Children point to the protective and 

safe environment provided for children in the form of “Safe Spaces for Children” also 

sometimes called Child Friendly Spaces (Save the Children 2007). Such spaces should 

ideally be provided and should give children a space where they have the opportunity 

to express “their thoughts and feelings” through programmes and activities that en-

courage psychosocial development and support (Save the Children 2007). Activities 

can include “recreational activities, sports, cultural activities and life skills” which help 

“recreate a routine” and build “resilience” (CPWG 2012). The structure promoted by 

Save the Children includes elements of “space, structure, trust, time, talking, oppor-

tunity to play, organised play and partnership with parents” (Save the Children 2007). 

Provision of psychosocial programmes should consider the protective and supportive 

environment provided through safe spaces and these elements identified as being cen-

tral to their success (IASC 2007a). 
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4.2.2 Results from legal instruments 

The main document identified and consulted was: 

 Convention on the rights of the child (United Nations 1989) 

 

As previously mentioned the convention is ratified by Jamaica showing a commitment 

to its contents. The main articles identified in this document are articles 6, 12, 13, 24, 

27, 28, 29, 31 and 39. These cover aspects of legal commitments to the developmental 

support of the child, educational support and the right of the child to free expression. 

Article 6 commits state parties to “ensure to the maximum extent possible” not only 

the survival but also the “development of the child” (United Nations 1989). The de-

velopment of the child is a central concern in provision of psychosocial support. Arti-

cles 12 and 13 point to the right of the child to freely express their views as well as to 

receive information, something which is supported in psychosocial support pro-

grammes (United Nations 1989). The importance of preventative care, something 

which psychosocial support programmes can be considered to provide in their capacity 

of preventing long-term psychosocial problems, is something which is supported in Ar-

ticle 24 where the children are afforded the right to health care services including 

“preventative health care” (United Nations 1989). The right to “a standard of living 

adequate for a child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development” is en-

shrined in Article 27 and whilst this may be difficult to attain in an emergency is none-

theless a commitment that can be better adhered to through provision of psychosocial 

support (United Nations 1989). 

 

The right to education is dealt with in Article 28 and 29. Education has been shown to 

be important in psychosocial recovery in that it helps to provide routine and can pro-

vide a means for monitoring children’s developmental progress and identifying their 

psychosocial needs for support. Article 31 is perhaps one of the most relevant in rela-

tion to psychosocial support programmes as it establishes the right of the child “to rest 

and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities” and “to participate freely in 

cultural life and the arts” something which may be limited in the context of an emer-
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gency and something which psychosocial support programmes can address (United 

Nations 1989). 

 

Another central article is Article 39 which commits states party to the convention to 

“take all appropriate measure to promote physical and psychological recovery and so-

cial reintegration” of children who have been victims of “neglect, exploitation, abuse, 

torture or any other form of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” all 

of which children are more vulnerable and at risk of in an emergency situation (United 

Nations 1989). This article is particularly relevant to psychosocial support programmes 

as it deals with a child’s right to physical and psychological recovery as well as social 

reintegration, things which psychosocial programmes are developed to support. 

 

4.3 Family re-unification (care of unaccompanied and separated chil-

dren) 

4.3.1 Results from guidelines  

Documents providing guidelines for the care of unaccompanied, separated and or-

phaned children are found to include: 

 Guiding principles on unaccompanied and separated children (IASC 2007b) 

 Minimum standards for child protection in humanitarian action (CPWG 2012) 

 Child protection in emergencies: Priorities, principles and practices (Save the Children 

2007) 

 

Rapid reunification of separated children with their parents or customary caregivers is 

identified as requiring “priority” (Save the Children 2007). Residential centre-based 

care is also identified as being “rarely the most appropriate form of care” (Save the 

Children 2007).  

 

Measures suggested to aid family reunification include the rapid establishment of reu-

nification initiatives and identification of national and international partners with 

which to co-ordinate tracing efforts and information sharing (CPWG 2012). Arranging 

alternative care for separated children should be coupled with “regular monitoring of 
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their interim situation” and in line with children’s “best interests”. The CPWG guide-

lines also show that reunification should not be followed with the assumption that the 

children will be appropriately cared for but that measures should be taken to follow up 

on reunification including “close monitoring” until an “adequate” care situation is en-

sured (CPWG 2012). The guidelines also recognise the need to “prevent unnecessary 

family separations” through “consultation with local actors” and by targeting of “assis-

tance at especially vulnerable family groups” (CPWG 2012).  

 

Regarding international adoption the guidelines require “no permanent decision about 

a child’s alternative care arrangement as long as there is a chance of tracing family 

members” (IASC 2007b) and that a permanent care arrangement should “never, in any 

event, [be taken] within the circumstances of an emergency” (IASC 2007b). A rec-

ommendation is made of a “two year” period before long term care arrangements are 

determined (Save the Children 2007). 

 

4.3.2 Results from legal instruments 

The relevant legal documents are found to include: 

 Convention on the rights of the child (United Nations 1989) 

 Convention on protection of children and co-operation in respect of intercountry adop-

tion (HCCH 1993) 

 

Relevant articles regarding separated and unaccompanied children under the Conven-

tion on the of the child are identified as including article 3, 5, 8, 9, 12, 20, 21 and 25. As 

aforementioned, this convention is ratified by Jamaica. Articles 20 and 21 are some of 

the most relevant to a child “deprived of his or her family environment” entitling them 

to “special protection and assistance from the state” (United Nations 1989). Article 21 

recognises international adoption as “an alternative means of child’s care” provided that 

“the child cannot be placed in a foster or an adoptive family or cannot in any suitable 

manner be cared for in the child’s country of origin” (United Nations 1989). Other ar-

ticles in the CRC identify the “right of the child to preserve his or her identity, includ-

ing nationality name and family relations”. Signatories are also required to provide 

“appropriate assistance and protection” to a child “deprived of some or all elements of 
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his or her identity” with a view to “re-establishing speedily his or her identity” (United 

Nations 1989). Article 9 provides that children should not be separated from their 

parents “against their will” except when this is deemed by competent authorities to be 

“necessary for the best interests of the child” (United Nations 1989). The CRC also 

ensures that the views of the child should be “given due weight” in “matters affecting 

the child” (United Nations 1989).  

 

Jamaica is not a party to the Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation in 

Respect of Intercountry Adoption and is not therefore legally committed to its contents. 

The convention is not specifically tailored to dealing with emergencies but does pre-

sent international legal standards in intercountry adoption which can be considered 

when reviewing the national disaster plans approach to international adoption for sep-

arated and unaccompanied children. The articles identified as being of particular rele-

vance include articles 4, 9 16 and 31. 

 

Article 4 of the convention emphasises the importance of the child’s best interest 

when considering intercountry adoption requiring that it only take place in considera-

tion of the “child’s wishes and opinions” and once “possibilities for placement of the 

Child within the State of origin have been given due consideration” (HCCH 1993).  

Furthermore the convention also stipulates under articles 9 and 16 the need to “col-

lect, preserve and exchange information about the situation of the child” with a report 

to include “identity, adoptability, background, social environment, family history, 

medical history” and “special needs” (HCCH 1993).  

 

The mentioned articles show that intercountry adoption should be considered only af-

ter potential placement options within the home country have been given appropriate 

consideration. They show that international law recognises the importance of acting in 

the best interests of the child, ensuring key information about the child and the adop-

tion is maintained whilst involving the child in decisions. 
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4.4 Results from Jamaican national disaster plans 

The checklist represented in Table 1, Table 2 and Table 3 was compiled by identifying 

important aspects relevant to ensuring the various non-material needs of children in 

emergencies from the reviewed international legal instruments and the guideline doc-

uments providing best practice and minimum standards. The checklist was applied to 

the Jamaican national disaster plans, nine of which were acquired for this paper. The 

central plan examined was the National Disaster Action Plan for Jamaica which seeks 

to “provide the legal framework […] under which Government Officers can be held 

accountable” (ODPEM 1997).  In addition to this, seven sub-plans as well as the plan 

of the Child Development Agency were reviewed. 

 

Efforts were made to access other plans used by various state bodies but these were to 

no avail. In particular this paper had hoped to receive the Ministry of Education’s plan. 

Despite a good working relationship between UNICEF Jamaica (who facilitated efforts 

to acquire the plan) and the Ministry of Education this plan could not be attained. Ef-

forts were made by the ministry to locate the plan but after months of pursuing this 

task this paper decided to proceed in its workings without the plan and work on the 

understanding that the plan, whilst possibly in existence, for practical intents and pur-

poses does not exist and would not be used in an emergency situation. 

 

Other ministries’ plans which were sought include the Ministry of Health and the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Security. These would have been very interesting for the 

purpose of this study but problems attaining these plans were encountered here too. 

The Ministry of Health did not wish to provide their plans as they are currently in the 

process of revision. It is understood that the plan held by this ministry is very much in 

the same style and format of the other plans although this cannot be confirmed. The 

Ministry of Labour and Social Security were also contacted although efforts, including 

those undertaken by UNICEF Jamaica staff members, were not fruitful and the plans 

could not be attained. 

 

 



 

Page 35 of 68 

 

C
h
ild

 D
e
ve

lo
p
m

e
n
t 

A
ge

n
cy

 

(C
D

A
) 

D
is

as
te

r 
M

an
ag

e
-

m
e
n
t 

an
d
 C

o
n
ti
n
ge

n
cy

 

P
la

n
n
in

g 
P
o
lic

y 
(2

0
0
6
) 

D
ra

ft
 N

at
io

n
al

 T
ra

n
sp

o
rt

a-

ti
o
n
 P

la
n
 

E
d
u
ca

ti
o
n
 M

in
is

tr
y 

P
la

n
* 

E
m

e
rg

e
n
cy

 S
h
e
lt
e
r 

an
d
 

W
e
lf
ar

e
 P

la
n
 (

2
0
0
4
) 

H
e
al

th
 M

in
is

tr
y 

P
la

n
* 

L
ab

o
u
r 

an
d
 S

o
ci

al
 S

e
cu

ri
ty

 

M
in

is
tr

y 
P
la

n
* 

N
at

io
n
al

 D
am

ag
e
 A

ss
e
ss

-

m
e
n
t 

P
la

n
 (

2
0
0
1
) 

N
at

io
n
al

 D
is

as
te

r 
A

ct
io

n
 

P
la

n
 f
o
r 

Ja
m

ai
ca

 (
1
9
9
7
) 

N
at

io
n
al

 E
ar

th
q
u
ak

e
 R

e
-

sp
o
n
se

 P
la

n
 (

1
9
9
9
) 

N
at

io
n
al

 F
ir

e
 M

an
ag

e
m

e
n
t 

P
la

n
 (

M
ay

 2
0
0
2
) 

N
at

io
n
al

 M
e
d
ia

 P
la

n
 

N
at

io
n
al

 O
il 

Sp
ill

 P
la

n
 

Education 
            

Access: Inclusive/ equitable/no barriers 

(universally available) 
x x 

 
x 

  
x x x x x x 

Child Participation x x 
 

x 
 

x x x x       x        x 

Community participation x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Risk and safety assessment (mapping, 

access routes, area) 
x x 

 
x 

  
x x x x x x 

Data collection x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Age disaggregated x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Sex disaggregated x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Disability disaggregated x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Assessment, referral, reporting x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Teacher training x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Assessment, referral, reporting x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Child protection training x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

School monitoring x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Child protection monitoring x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Code of conduct for teachers x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Progress indicators x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Curriculum x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Risk reduction/life skills teaching x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Non discriminatory x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Psychosocial support x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Link with other sectors x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Protection of teachers x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Limited class sizes x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 

Child and human rights x x 
 

x 
  

x x x x x x 
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Table 1 Assessment of national disaster plans by education 
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Psychosocial support                         

Safe spaces x x   x     x x x x x x 

Access to counsellors x x   x     x x x x x x 

Anonymous reporting practices x x   x     x x x x x x 

Structured and non-structured play 

opportunities x x   x     x x x x x x 

Age appropriate programmes x x   x     x x x x x x 

Protection of family setting emphasised x x   x     x x x x x x 

Family support x x   x     x x x x x x 

Community participation x x   x     x x x x x x 

Strengthen community networks x x   x     x x x x x x 

Recreational, cultural, sporting and life 

skills activities x x   x     x x x x x x 

Child participation x x   x     x x x x x x 

Early childhood support x x   x     x x x x x x 

Co-ordination, detection and referral 

systems x x   x     x x x x x x 

Training x x   x     x x x x x x 

Psychological first aid training x x   x     x x x x x x 

Inter-agency co-ordination x x   x     x x x x x x 

Monitoring x x   x     x x x x x x 

Child and human rights x x   x     x x x x x x 

Table 2 Assessment of national disaster plans by psychosocial support 
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Family reunification (care of unaccom-

panied and separated children)                         

Rapid reunification x x   x     x x x x x x 

Alternative care for separated children x x   x     x x x x x x 

Foster based x x   x     x x x x x x 

Exclusion of centre-based care x x   x     x x x x x x 

Monitoring x x   x     x x x x x x 

Co-ordination of tracing efforts x x   x     x x x x x x 

Monitoring of care in successful reuni-

fication x x   x     x x x x x x 

Community participation x x   x     x x x x x x 

Child participation x x   x     x x x x x x 

Separation prevention x x   x     x x x x x x 

Family support/assistance x x   x     x x x x x x 

Targeted assistance of most vulner-

able family groups x x   x     x x x x x x 

International adoption as last option 

following all other efforts at reunifi-

cation x x   x     x x x x x x 

Identity preservation of the child x x   x     x x x x x x 

Best interest of the child x x   x     x x x x x x 

Child and human rights x x   x     x x x x x x 

Table 3 Assessment of national disaster plans by family reunification 

 

Key 

x = not met    ✓= met     p = partially met     * = plans were not attained, no results could be recorded
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The disaster and emergency plans which were obtained and reviewed share a similar 

format which primarily delegates responsibility and authority over various sectors to 

various positions. There is little detail as to what actions should be taken in the event 

of an emergency. There are no guidelines for best practice or minimum standards and 

no reference to any such guidelines existing in other documents. The documents make 

no mention of vulnerable groups, such as children, and their specific needs. Nor is 

there any mention of children’s rights under international law or national law. 

 

In application of the checklist to the national plans each plan could be awarded one of 

three measures for assessing the extent to which a plan met the checklist criteria. If a 

plan failed to meet a point in the checklist entirely then it would be awarded “not met” 

for this point. When a point was met to some extent but not the extent identified by 

the guidelines and legal instruments it would be rewarded “partially met”. Where a 

plan met a point in the checklist to a great extent it would be rewarded “met”. As can 

be seen in Table 1, Table 2 and Table 3 all the plans failed to be awarded “met” or 

“partially met” in every single point of the checklist. 

 

Regarding education in an emergency the plans make a few mentions of education but 

only as to which department is responsible for this, in this case the Ministry of Educa-

tion. No mention is made of the priority that should be afforded to education. Neither 

are issues related to equity, access and safety of educational programmes referred to. 

The plans do not refer to the curriculum to be used nor to additional needs for risk re-

duction and life skills to be taught. The importance of using education to monitor, as-

sess, refer and report on children’s needs and wellbeing is also excluded from mention. 

In sum, none of the educational measures of the checklist are met even partially; the 

plans reviewed fail to meet every point on the checklist regarding education. 

 

Psychosocial support measures receive no mention whatsoever in the plans reviewed. 

The plans fail to highlight the psychological and social development issues that chil-

dren in emergencies face and fail to set out a response. The threat to child protection 

that is faced without safe spaces for children is not expressed nor are actions to ensure 

children have opportunities for play, expression and cultural activities. The plans make 
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no mention of the need for psychological first aid training or the importance of provid-

ing families with support. Overall the plans exclude the psychosocial needs of children 

in emergencies and fail to meet any of the points on the checklist. 

 

Family reunification and care of unaccompanied and separated children also fails to 

receive mention. The plans do not prioritise rapid reunification nor are any measures 

prescribed as to how alternative care will be provided for children who are separated. 

The plan does not make mention of the need to ensure inter-country adoption does 

not take place before efforts for reunification have been exhausted and there is no ref-

erence to other means of preventing separation such as family support and targeted 

assistance of vulnerable groups. The plans summarily fail to meet every aspect of the 

checklist in this area. 

 

The results from the plans show that there is a failure to consider the non-material 

needs of children in emergencies in emergency planning. None of the plans make 

much more than a brief reference to any of the non-material needs or rights of chil-

dren in an emergency and fall far short of prescribing standards, guidelines and actions 

to be taken to ensure child protection and wellbeing.   
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5 Discussion 

The checklist compiled and applied to the national disaster plans of Jamaica in the Re-

sults section has shown these plans to not have met a single point identified as being of 

importance for ensuring the non-material needs of children in emergencies. Applica-

tion of the checklist found the national disaster plans to be summarily lacking in con-

tent aimed at addressing children in an emergency. The following discussion, grounded 

in the perspective and definitions laid out in the Conceptual framework, will seek to 

expand upon the significance of the various non-material needs identified in the re-

sults. Relevant literature will be used to explore the issues of the non-material needs 

raised by the results and has been identified in accordance with the process laid out in 

the Method. In addition, the discussion will look to incorporate a comparison of the 

Jamaican plans with those of other nations, which will help provide an insight into the 

context of the situation of national disaster plans globally and will be achieved in line 

with the process explained in the Method. Attempts will also be made to identify and 

discuss limitations to the paper and its findings. 

 

5.1 Education 

Education is “often considered an indulgence that can be postponed until the devel-

opment phase of reconstruction” (Cahill 2010). Commonly, there are a lack of teach-

ers which are almost an “endangered species” and this compounds the problem with 

providing education soon after an emergency (Cahill 2010). Yet, there are many rea-

sons why this forms a relevant and necessary need in the direct aftermath of an emer-

gency. 

 

The provision of education creates an opportunity to aid measures of child protection. 

An educational area can provide a safe space for children, a space where the children 

are not open to exploitation and abuse as they might be if there was to be no specially 

designated area for children (Madfis et al. 2010). A crisis environment is likely to cre-

ate situations in which children are at increased risk of being “sexually or economical-

ly” exploited, something which the safe space of education can help to address and 

prevent (CPWG 2012). In an educational environment the needs and threats faced by 
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the children in this emergency context can be addressed through structured education-

al activities which help to ensure that children are themselves equipped with tools 

needed to provide them with better protection (Sinclair 2007).  

 

Provision of accurate information alongside “basic skills in literacy and numeracy” can 

aid children in making safer decisions outside the protective environment of the school 

(Save the Children 2006). So education can also be seen as a tool for providing chil-

dren with urgent and important “life skills” leading to “informed” decision making and 

empowering the children in an oftentimes chaotic environment (INEE 2010). Chil-

dren can learn to care for themselves but additional protection can be provided as 

children learn to care for others (Martone 2007). The messages taught in schools of-

tentimes are reiterated to the parents and caregivers which helps to reinforce positive 

messages across other groups as well (Save the Children 2002). Examples of protec-

tion issues which could be taught in an educational environment include “how to avoid 

landmines, how to protect oneself from sexual abuse, how to avoid HIV infection and 

how to access health care and food” (INEE 2010). Such measures seek to inform and 

empower children and prevent them from exploitation and abuse of which they are 

much more at risk in an emergency. Education about such issues is one of the things 

that is needed most to ensure child protection and even save lives, yet it does not al-

ways receive the priority it should be afforded (Sinclair 2007). Education can help 

build an environment and culture of “safety and resilience” and as such can also be-

come central in community disaster risk reduction initiatives (Martone 2007). 

 

Another need which education can fill in an emergency is the need for psychosocial 

support (Madfis et al. 2010). Children will have experienced traumatic events that 

may impact their development and may even lead to long term mental health and de-

velopmental problems if not addressed. Education can therefore help to “mitigate 

risks” associated with psychosocial and cognitive” aspects of a child’s needs (Save the 

Children 2006). Education can be used as a means to provide for the individual social 

and psychological needs of children “to help them overcome the negative experiences 

they have had” (Save the Children 2006).  

 



Discussion  

 

Page 42 of 68 

Education provides children with coping skills by working on strengthening these in 

individual children and providing them with the support and encouragement they 

need to overcome the psychosocial issues that are developed following an emergency. 

By providing education the resilience of children is strengthened and “they can grow 

into healthy caring adults” (Cahill 2010). The individual and social development of 

children can be appropriately identified and addressed in an environment such as that 

available through the provision of education (Madfis et al. 2010). Education can also 

help contribute to a sense of routine which in an emergency has been disrupted. The 

routine helps reassure children by providing a familiar activity upon which they can 

rely when so much around them may be unfamiliar and they are beset by feelings of 

bewilderment and stress (Martone 2007). This sense of routine can contribute to a 

“semblance of normality” and can give children the opportunity “to be with their 

peers”, which can help alleviate the stresses placed on them and their families by the 

chaos of an emergency (Save the Children 2007). “Healing activities” such as “recrea-

tion and creative self-expression” can provide children with additional means for “cop-

ing with distressful events” and these require a safe and structured space for their pro-

vision which can be met in educational centres (Save the Children 2007). 

 

Education can also provide a means of monitoring and identifying the varying needs 

and situations of individual children. It can provide the opportunity to detect and re-

port on situations where there are cases or suspected cases of domestic violence and 

child abuse (Sinclair 2007). It can also be “an effective way to identify and reunite sep-

arated children” (Save the Children 2007). In both detecting potential abuse and 

working towards family reunification education can be used as an important means of 

reaching children and providing for their protection and wellbeing in a time when they 

are at greater vulnerability (Martone 2007). Children who need further assistance, 

protection or support with aspects such as health or nutrition can also be identified at 

educational facilities and then registered and referred to relevant sectors for the neces-

sary support (INEE 2010). 

 

Education is a means of investing in a future of development and greater prosperity, 

what Cahill refers to as a “proven path to growth, development and peace” (Cahill 
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2010). An investment in education in an emergency helps to re-engage children with 

learning before there has been a substantial break in education (Save the Children 

2007). Education can help provide children with the critical skills they need to deal 

with the setting of an emergency, to rejoin peer groups (CPWG 2012) and to ulti-

mately regain their hope and confidence in the future (Cahill 2010). It can act as a 

means to contribute to social economic and political stability of societies by challeng-

ing discrimination and social injustice (INEE 2010). Education ultimately gives chil-

dren the opportunity to fulfil their potential and become well-adjusted and accom-

plished adults. 

 

5.2 Psychosocial support 

Emergencies negatively affect normal social support systems which protect social 

health and well-being. According to the IASC “at every level, emergencies erode nor-

mally protective supports, increase the risks of diverse problems and tend to amplify 

pre-existing problems of social injustice and inequality” (IASC 2007a). Following an 

emergency children are particularly at risk of increased suffering both psychologically 

and socially. Efforts to tackle the arising issues are termed measures for psychosocial 

support. At an early stage of an emergency, social supports are “essential to protect and 

support health and psychosocial well-being” (IASC 2007a). Typically, this has meant a 

medical response from organisations with a focus on mental-health issues. However, 

increasingly there is an emphasis on the need to move towards responses in the emer-

gency phase including a “non-biological” response with a focus on social support (Arn-

tson & Knudsen 2004). 

 

There is a close relationship between the psychological state and social capacity and 

behaviours of an individual (Save the Children 2007). As such, children in need of 

psychosocial support often display symptoms such as acting lonely, aggressive, de-

pendent, shy, anxious and/or anti-social in their behaviour commonly having difficul-

ties concentrating and focusing whilst behaving in a withdrawn and sad manner. They 

can display fear, laziness, forgetfulness and may be disinterested in eating properly 

(Madfis et al. 2010). Small children can also “lose developmental gains” such as blad-

der control and speech (Save the Children 2007). The impact of an emergency and the 
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stress upon the child can be “toxic” and can impact the development of a child’s brain 

(Madfis et al. 2010). Some studies have shown that the impact of an emergency can 

cause children to develop smaller brains. In addition, a child’s way of processing this 

stress can cause the stress system to become more sensitive leading in turn to a stress-

ful response to events that might otherwise not be considered stressful. This “increases 

the risk of stress related physical and mental illness” (Madfis et al. 2010).  

 

A response is clearly needed to re-establish psychosocial support and allow for issues to 

be dealt with at an early stage before they risk becoming long term and established. 

Children receive better support when they are not separated from their families, how-

ever, children within their families can often lack the necessary level of support (Save 

the Children 2006). Parents may have experienced traumatic events and may them-

selves be struggling with psychosocial trauma in addition to being busy re-building 

their lives (Arntson & Knudsen 2004).  

 

Often a child’s response is a reflection of the response of a parent (Save the Children 

2007). The preoccupation of parents can leave less attention for children than they 

may require in order to facilitate a healthy psychosocial recovery. It has also been rec-

ognised as potentially contributing to a child’s psychosocial problems as they can be 

unintentionally denied the opportunity to express feelings or be punished for their 

changed behaviour (Save the Children 2007). This means that the comfort, closeness 

and support they need may be denied them at the time when the need it most. As 

such psychosocial interventions are increasingly focusing on the involvement of the 

family.  

 

Helping children express themselves to parents and facilitating constructive communi-

cation can be a successful means of encouraging psychosocial recovery (Madfis et al. 

2010). Save the Children have had success in “debriefing” and “defusing” programmes 

(Save the Children 2007). In such programmes children are given the opportunity to 

express their feelings with a child protection worker in family or group settings. Such a 

situation enables concerns for the future and the present to be addressed and for chil-

dren and parents communication and understanding to be enhanced therefore helping 
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alleviate some of the psychosocial issues affecting the child (Save the Children 2007). 

Other successful means of support for family psychosocial recovery can include home 

visits and groups for mothers and young children to discuss issues in raising children 

within the new context (Mandalakas et al. 2005). 

 

A common error in provision of psychosocial support is to focus on the problems in-

herent to the situation of an emergency without regard for the capacity of the com-

munity and the resources of the community to be engaged in psychosocial projects 

(Wessells 2009). Affected communities provide resources which can be considered 

“social resources” in the form of families, community leaders, government employees, 

health workers, teachers etc. (IASC 2007a). The community therefore has an incredi-

ble capacity to be positively engaged in psychosocial recovery. The local community is 

also well placed to provide a culturally relevant input in a psychosocial engagement 

which can help actors provide a more contextualised and sensitively tailored response 

(Wessells 2009). 

 

The psychosocial response of children in emergencies varies according to the individual 

and is “contingent on factors such as age, gender and the meaning given to the event” 

(Save the Children 2007). As such programmes delivering psychosocial support have 

found that these factors need to be considered in delivery of a psychosocial support 

programme. Children particularly within different age groups (and therefore different 

stages of development) will need a response which is tailored to their psychosocial 

needs (Wessells 2009). However, it is also important that children receive attention as 

individuals and that the support offered takes into account the individual needs of the 

child. The child is after all an individual developing within “a system consisting of mul-

tiple contexts” (Murray & Hudson-Barr 2006) and therefore needs to be considered as 

such.  

 

5.2.1 Child friendly spaces or safe spaces for children 

One means of addressing psychosocial issues facing children is through the use of child 

friendly spaces also called safe spaces for children. These spaces provide an environ-

ment where children can take part in structured and non-structured play activities and 
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can give children an atmosphere in which they can be expressive and active (Madfis et 

al. 2010).  

 

When providing psychosocial support in a group setting the ratio of children to those 

providing the support system is increasingly a consideration with a suggestion of 2 

adult workers to every 20 children (Madfis et al. 2010). These spaces can help rebuild 

a sense of normality allowing children to be children. At the same time it can provide 

safe spaces staff with an opportunity to assess what support children require and, in 

contact with parents and health services, can help provide a child with the necessary 

support early on. This may help to alleviate problems from becoming long term in na-

ture or from going unrecognised and untreated (Save the Children 2007).  

 

The benefits of safe spaces can be difficult to measure as they are often preventing 

problems from developing negatively. However, in one work reviewed by this paper 

80 per cent of children in safe spaces “showed improved capacity to form relation-

ships, able to enter new social situations most of the time and showed trust, respect 

and desired companionship most of the time” (Ager et al. 2011).   

 

5.3 Family reunification (care of unaccompanied and separated chil-

dren) 

Children are best protected and cared for within their own families. Priority should 

therefore be given to family reunification initiatives for unaccompanied and separated 

children. Where children are separated from their families their needs are best met 

within a family type setting in their local context. Large group environments and in-

ternational adoption harm efforts for reunification and can even generate more cases of 

separation. 

 

5.3.1 International adoption 

In emergencies there can often be a tendency to assume that unaccompanied and sepa-

rated children may be better cared for away from shattered communities and devastat-

ed infrastructure. This assumption is matched by the assumption that the majority of 



Discussion  

 

Page 47 of 68 

children who are found to be unaccompanied are not separated, but in fact orphaned. 

In situations of crisis these assumptions have oftentimes been translated into the relo-

cation of children abroad through international adoption, sometimes this process is 

even fast-tracked by national governments as was the case in Haiti following the earth-

quake in January 2010 (Doyle, Joanne 2010).  

 

However, review of reports and studies of the subject show that international adoption 

is an emotional response which ignores the evidence that this is the least appropriate 

response in the short term and is also undesirable in the long term (Doyle, Joanne 

2010). Whilst these children may be transported into more prosperous environments 

it does not detract from the fact that this is a misplaced kindness and in the vast major-

ity of cases is not in the best interests of children (Doyle, Joanne 2010). Children’s in-

terests are best met within their families, an environment where they receive love, care 

and protection. As Save the Children write in a report on the subject: 

“Without their families to protect them from the negative social and psychologi-

cal impacts of emergencies, children are at risk of physical, emotional and sexual 

abuse as well as exploitation, illness, injury and even death” (Save the Children 

2007) 

 

Priority should be given to reunification efforts but in many emergencies adoption and 

international relocation is turned to early on as a viable solution to separation. The re-

ality is that less children have lost all parents and guardians than is usually assumed 

and, in spite of the situation, can be reunited (UNICEF 2007). Infrastructure and ser-

vice disruption presents a considerable obstacle to the task of reunification and in 

emergencies means there is great difficulty in speedy family verification efforts. The 

fact is that family verification is often impossible to implement immediately (EC 

2008).  

 

In turning to international adoption and relocation of children early on in an emergen-

cy, such as was done in Haiti, several undesirable outcomes are likely to arise. The first 

is that children whom are separated are identified as orphans, whilst often retaining at 

least one surviving parent or guardian (IASC 2007b). International adoption in such a 
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case makes family reunification difficult to achieve with children abroad under differ-

ent jurisdictions. Should it be achieved there is risk for additional suffering of the child 

with feelings such as grief and confusion over another loss and relocation (UNICEF 

2007). Another risk is of permanent separation. Hasty adoption has led to situations 

where basic information about the child is lost making any future efforts for reunifica-

tion near to impossible and also erasing the identity of the child preventing future ef-

forts of the child to come to terms with the experience and their own sense of identity 

(Doyle, Joanne 2010). This can lead to emotional, social and mental development is-

sues. Apart from the risk of permanent separation there is also the risk of voluntary 

separation occurring when parents and guardians may voluntarily give children up for 

adoption with motives such as a hope for them to have better opportunities and a 

more prosperous life (UNICEF 2007).  

 

Separation is, in and of itself, a traumatic experience. In emergencies it is often sudden 

and coupled with the death of a parent or guardian. Such an experience alone can re-

sult in “life-long consequences” for children, but together with a hastened international 

relocation is likely to cause far more harm (Doyle, Joanne 2010). Summed up: 

“At best, evacuating or adopting children out of a country at the height of an 

emergency is an expensive way of helping a relatively small number of children 

that forces them to make a drastic cultural adaptation. At worst, it is abusive and 

exploitative and diverts much-needed money away from families and communi-

ties caring for separated children within the country.” (Doyle, Joanne 2010) 

 

5.3.2 Orphanages, children’s homes and large group care facilities 

Another commonplace practice in an emergency is the proliferation and expansion of 

large group care facilities for separated children such as children’s homes and orphan-

ages (UNICEF 2007). There is an understanding that communities are too devastated 

to cope with separated children and that the best means of tackling the issue is 

through the establishment of orphanages and care institutions. Yet, findings indicate 

that this is contrary to the best interests of the child and even incurs greater financial 

expense (Doyle, Joanne 2010). 
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A rise in children’s homes, orphanages and other group care facilities has taken place 

in emergencies from Liberia to Sri Lanka and Indonesia to Haiti (Doyle, Joanne 2010). 

However, group care facilities such as orphanages do not, contrary to perception, facil-

itate protection or serve the best interests of the children that they are responsible for. 

In fact, group care facilities exacerbate issues of separation and can provide negative 

and exploitative environments for children (UNICEF 2007). Save the Children report 

that the very existence of a group care facility can in fact increase separation (Save the 

Children 2006). This is due to parental placement whereby parents voluntarily place 

children in a group care facility for reasons including food, education, to relieve pres-

sure or for other benefits. In the example of Aceh, Indonesia following the 2004 tsu-

nami, 97.5 per cent of children in orphanages were a result of parental placement, 

primarily for education (Doyle, Joanne 2010). 

 

Additionally group care facilities such as orphanages may have little incentive to facili-

tate family reunification. Salaries of staff and funding from donors may be linked to 

the number of recipients (children) and this may in fact provide a negative incentive to 

enforce separation and frustrate reunification efforts (Doyle, Joanne 2010). Facilities 

are expensive requiring large sums of money to found and continual labour and re-

source funds (EC 2008). 

 

Large group care facilities are often ill equipped to provide the individual love, care 

and nurture a child needs. Children in such care experience emotional neglect and in-

adequate care and even delays in healthy brain development which is summed up in 

the following: 

“As a rule of thumb, for every three months that a young child resides in an in-

stitution, they lose one month of development.” (Doyle, Joanne 2010) 

 

5.3.3 Community care and family-type environments 

Often overlooked is the capacity of the community to provide care for unaccompanied 

and separated children in the form of substitute families and caregivers. This can take 

various forms such as care from a relative, foster care or small group care (UNICEF 

2007). The damage and disruption caused by an emergency is often perceived as an 
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unattractive setting for meeting a child’s best interests. However, in a family-type set-

ting within the culture with which the child is familiar, children can receive the indi-

vidual attention and care that is essential to their healthy development. 

 

Placement within the community has psychosocial benefits for children separated from 

their parents or whose parents have died and can help minimise the impact of the loss 

(Doyle, Joanne 2010). Placement in an orphanage and international adoption deals 

with material well-being but fails to consider emotional, mental, social aspects, the 

psychosocial needs of children. The costs associated with such care are lower than oth-

er options and the benefits are sound. However, community solutions require re-

sources be channelled to host families to aid and incentivise the care of separated and 

orphaned children and is not devoid of its own problems with a need for periodic re-

view to ensure children are in appropriate care and are not subject to exploitation or 

harm (UNICEF 2007). 

 

5.4 Other national disaster and emergency plans 

This paper sought to acquire other nation’s national plans for the purpose of drawing a 

comparison with those of Jamaica with a view to set the Jamaican national plans with-

in the context of other nation states plans for an emergency. Due to the nature of the 

problems faced by Jamaica this paper sought to gain access to plans from other island 

states, particularly those in the Caribbean. Unfortunately despite contacting relevant 

authorities of these states and searching for the documents online only the plans of 

Grenada (NaDMA 2005), the Bahamas (Government of the Bahamas 2008) and Trin-

idad and Tobago (NEMA 2000) were received. Additionally attempts were made to 

acquire plans from states of the USA (particularly Florida, Louisiana and Hawaii) as 

well as from other countries experienced with disasters and emergencies. Of these ef-

forts the only plan which could be acquired was that of Bangladesh (Government of 

Bangladesh 2010). 

 

Reviewing these documents it is apparent that the Jamaican plans are not exceptional 

in their lack of consideration of children’s needs, particularly the non-material needs, 

in an emergency. Without exception these four plans all fail to address the important 
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needs and furthermore fail to make significant mention of children at all. The disaster 

plan of Bangladesh is the most progressive with a few mentions of children as a “vul-

nerable” group in need of special treatment (Government of Bangladesh 2010). This 

plan also goes some way to address equity and inclusion in education, for example, 

mentioning the need to consider gender in education. Furthermore the Bangladeshi 

plan does make reference to “education and awareness” of disaster issues as well as the 

need for a “resumption of educational institutions” (Government of Bangladesh 2010). 

However, this is the limit of the extent to which this plan goes to address children; no 

other mention is made of the special needs of children even within their basic material 

needs for survival.  

 

The plans from the Caribbean states of the Bahamas, Grenada and Trinidad and Toba-

go are equally void of substance regarding the needs of children, both material and 

non-material. The national plan of Grenada makes mention of the need to “assist un-

supervised children” (NaDMA 2005), however, this falls very short of prioritising psy-

chosocial support programmes such as child friendly spaces or even education pro-

grammes. The rest of the document makes little reference to children at all and they 

are not identified as a particularly vulnerable group. The plan of the Bahamas is also 

lacking with few of the issues identified in this paper receiving any coverage. However, 

the plan does promote education and public awareness on “response and recovery from 

emergencies and disasters” (Government of the Bahamas 2008). Additionally, it does 

mention the need for “public participation and community involvement in the disaster 

management system” (Government of the Bahamas 2008). Whilst this does not direct-

ly address children or the particular non-material needs discussed it does contain ele-

ments of the needs for educational curriculums to include risk and life skills as well as 

measures for community participation. 

 

Of the plans from the Caribbean the plan of Trinidad and Tobago can be considered to 

go the furthest in meeting the non-material needs of children in emergencies. Children 

are explicitly identified as a “special population” (NEMA 2000) which goes some way 

for their vulnerabilities to be given special consideration in all sectors in an emergency. 

The plan also makes mention of family reunification citing the need for a plan to be 
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developed “for reuniting after the disaster” (NEMA 2000) which at least acknowledges 

the need for family reunification. Additionally, the plan does make mention of educa-

tion without going into much detail. This plan is by no means exemplary and the fact 

that it is one of the most developed (of those seen by this paper) is telling as to the 

state of national disaster planning. 

 

In looking at other national plans a clear picture emerges where Jamaica is not excep-

tional in failing to incorporate the non-material needs of children. Nevertheless, all 

other plans identified make some mention, however brief, to the needs of children 

and/or to children as a special or vulnerable group, something which the Jamaican 

plans do not. The Jamaican plans are not alone in their style, primarily delegating areas 

of responsibility to various posts and containing little in the means of actionable con-

tent such as guidelines for response. The other nation’s plans have a similar style sug-

gesting that this may be common amongst national disaster plans. The issue with such 

a plan is that it potentially leaves a lot down to the competence and personality of in-

dividuals holding particular posts. This also leaves little room for the consideration of 

legal standards or commitments, guidelines or minimum standards and best practice. 

 

Even with experienced and strong personalities there is no guarantee that their ability 

to perform in an emergency will not be compromised by other factors, it is highly like-

ly that a large portion of staff will be affected by an emergency themselves. In such a 

situation documents need to be readily available that provide actors with the best pos-

sible means to respond appropriately, to avoid common mistakes, so that the affected 

population will not be exposed to further risk and suffering. However, this paper had 

great difficulty acquiring any plans, few of those accessed were available online and 

some government departments that were contacted responded that they were unable 

to locate their plans. In an emergency these plans should be easily accessible online in 

order that humanitarian actors, as well as state actors, be equipped with the infor-

mation on how to co-ordinate and execute an effective and appropriate response. This 

not being the case certainly poses questions as to the effectiveness of national plans 

and their consideration in the wider humanitarian response. 
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None of the plans come close to meeting the points of the checklist nor do they make 

reference to the rights or guidelines identified as central to ensuring the non-material 

needs discussed in this paper. They were difficult to obtain which suggests that in an 

emergency they may be unavailable and therefore the few measures regarding child 

protection and wellbeing are at risk of not being considered. Additionally, the plans 

rely heavily on individual personalities which, even if highly experienced and compe-

tent, are likely to be affected by an emergency and may therefore not be available. 

This suggests that national plans of many nations, potentially the vast majority, have 

serious limitations particularly where their consideration of child protection and well-

being is concerned. 

 

5.5 Child participation 

Child participation is identified as being a cross cutting issue deserving of special con-

sideration by all sectors It is common for children in emergencies to be considered as 

mere helpless recipients of assistance and aid (Wessells 2009). However, children’s in-

volvement and input into issues which affect them is a part of their rights and moreo-

ver provides many benefits. Whilst children’s views are often dismissed as inconse-

quential or less well formed than adults the involvement of children in programmes 

aimed at them can give fresh insight and perspective into their particular needs (Yacat, 

Jay A 2011). Ensuring child participation not only guarantees rights afforded children 

by the Convention on the Rights of the Child but also can help the child rebuild confi-

dence and self-esteem and give them a greater sense of hope for the future (UNICEF 

n.d.).  

 

Adults priorities are not always synchronised with the needs of children and can in 

cases neglect issues important for ensuring child protection and wellbeing. In such in-

stances child participation can be central to safeguard children’s wellbeing. An exam-

ple of such a case in Philippines highlights this point. A school placed in an area 

deemed to be at risk of a landslide in the event of an earthquake was identified but 

parents to the schoolchildren provided opposition to moving it somewhere safer. This 

was as many local businesses were centred around providing the school with services. 

However, the decision was left to the school’s children who opted to move the school 
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to a safer location (Yacat, Jay A 2011). In this example the children were able to make 

a decision about their own safety and protection which could not easily have been tak-

en by local adults due to interests conflicting with those of the children’s wellbeing. 

 

Child participation in issues that concern them is important to ensure their wellbeing 

and as such should be represented in emergency planning. The failure of the national 

disaster plans of Jamaica to incorporate child participation not only fails to safeguard 

children’s rights but also puts their protection and wellbeing at risk of other interests 

and priorities. As a vulnerable group they should be listened to and they should be 

heard, particularly in issues affecting them. 

 

5.6 Limitations 

The process and findings of this paper encountered several limitations which are im-

portant to highlight as they will have influenced its direction and outcome. Amongst 

the limitations were issues with locating relevant literature, issues in the relevance of 

the legal findings and a lack of statistics and figures to explicitly support findings. 

 

5.6.1 Legal instruments 

One of the main limitations is the importance given to the international legal docu-

ments identified in forming the checklist. Whilst the majority have been signed and 

ratified by Jamaica this does not automatically make them legally enforceable in the 

country. Jamaica is a dualist country in its implementation of international law. This 

means that application of international law requires national law to be drafted and rati-

fied in the national parliament. Courts do not have the authority to use international 

commitments when making judgements. They can, however, use international law as a 

means of guiding judgements, but only alongside national law. As such this paper 

could have opted to look at the state of Jamaica’s national laws regarding children and 

also regarding emergencies. However, whilst this option was explored early on it was 

concluded that only international legal instruments would be referred to. 
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Jamaican national law was not consulted as initial attempts to locate relevant laws 

were frustrated by lack of response from contacted authorities as well as lack of availa-

bility online. In addition, exploring this area would require a vast amount of research 

into how this law has typically been applied and how it may be applied regarding 

emergency situations. For the purpose of this paper this was considered to be too mo-

mentous a task to be achieved and it is the opinion of the author that this would be 

better suited to a whole separate study.  

 

Additionally, the importance of international law as guiding standards was considered 

as making international legal instruments of value to this study regardless of whether 

they have been signed, ratified and transcribed into national law in Jamaica. This is as 

international legal instruments provide the minimum rights and to some extent mini-

mum standards that can be expected from a country internationally. Whilst not all 

countries may implement the documents to their full extent or choose to sign them 

they do create a norm of operating which oftentimes translates as a norm or expecta-

tion upon all states. As such this paper felt the use of international legal instruments to 

be most relevant, particularly in situations of emergencies and disasters which are al-

most certain to elicit a lot of international attention and action.  

 

5.6.2 Guidelines 

Another limitation is identified as being the limited extent to which this paper has 

been able to present all the issues covered in guideline documents and standards. Many 

of the documents identified as guiding or standard setting were over 100 pages in 

length making it difficult to address all the issues raised by the papers. In addition, not 

all the documents held a specific focus on children. As such this paper sought to ex-

plore the points of the documents which were most relevant to the protection and 

wellbeing of children. This of course entails that this paper’s findings are to some ex-

tent limited in scope. However, this paper could not have explored every issue in de-

tail as this would have essentially resulted in a document several hundred pages in 

length which would be unlikely to be much more than a paraphrase of standards and 

guidelines; a reproduction that would be both undesirable and unnecessary. In order to 
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remain concise the most relevant and important issues were identified for inclusion in 

this paper, its checklist and the subsequent results. 

 

5.6.3 Literature 

Literature proved to be another limitation to this paper. The search methods men-

tioned previously (see the Method section) resulted in very few relevant works. Much 

of the literature was produced by a few organisations, primarily Save the Children, the 

United Nations Children’s Fund as well as the Child Protection Working Group. Sev-

eral works had to be excluded as they were replications of the same information by the 

same organisation and therefore added nothing to the strength of the discussion. Few 

peer reviewed journal articles were found and this no doubt weakens the discussion 

somewhat. In addition, the literature proved to contain little in the way of measurable 

results of the effectiveness various interventions and programmes had in ensuring child 

protection and wellbeing. These issues can be explained by the fact that the area of 

child protection, specifically meeting non-material needs, often are financially costly 

with a lot of costs in personnel (teachers, psychosocial workers etc.) and few measura-

ble results as programmes are preventative (Lilley et al. 2011). This means that child 

protection efforts have historically had difficulty in attracting funding as donors often 

prefer initiatives where clear results can be presented. This perhaps goes some way to 

explaining the lack of literature in the area as well as the few contributors to literature 

in this field. 

 

Literature reviewed was also often researched and conducted months and even years 

following the acute phase of the emergency. This undoubtedly impacts some of the 

findings of these papers, particularly regarding issues related to initial response. How-

ever, this also means that literature on recent emergencies is sparse entailing limited 

amounts of literature that has been recently produced about recent emergencies. As 

this is a field where each emergency response brings new knowledge leading to new 

practices, information that is decades old was considered less useful for the purpose of 

this study and was excluded, further narrowing available literature.  
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A further limitation related to literature was the way in which some literature used the 

word emergency to primarily refer to complex humanitarian emergencies, particularly 

conflict related emergencies. Such articles were often dealing very specifically with Af-

rican contexts of armed conflicts and the issues faced for child protection efforts in 

such cases. As an island state in the Caribbean primarily faced with natural disasters 

such as earthquakes, flooding and hurricanes it was difficult to find much applicable to 

the Jamaican context. Whilst some of the issues raised should be considered in emer-

gency planning it was not deemed to be of significant relevance to the work of this pa-

per. Therefore, such sources were, for the most part, excluded. 

 

5.6.4 Jamaican national plans 

A clear picture of the entirety of the disaster plans of Jamaica could not be gained as 

several plans were unavailable. In particular the Education Ministry were unable to lo-

cate their plans despite attempts to do so. This limited the results, particularly regard-

ing the state of educational needs in an emergency. However, whilst a limitation it also 

gives insight into the reality that whilst a copy of this plan may exist, it is not readily 

available during normal operations and as such would not be available in an emergen-

cy. This means that in practice there is no education plan and this is in itself revealing. 

With no education plan it would seem unlikely that the educational needs of children 

would be appropriately met in an emergency and certainly any elements of best prac-

tice contained in the document would be at risk of not being implemented appropri-

ately or at all. 

 

It was also not possible to obtain the plans of some other ministries. Particular effort 

was directed towards receiving the plans held by the Ministry of Health and the Minis-

try of Labour and Social Security. However, the plan held by the Ministry of Health is 

currently in the process of review and no draft could be provided. After communica-

tion with the Ministry of Labour and Social Security a plan could not be accessed but 

the reasons for this remain unclear. This does mean the review is somewhat incom-

plete and that there is potential that the results would be very different had there been 

access to all plans. However, the results do show the plans to consistently follow a pat-

tern of prescribing areas of responsibility to various roles without detailing guidelines 
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for action. It is therefore likely that these plans, had they been available, would have 

been similar in style and would potentially have given similar results. 

 

5.6.5 National plans of other states 

Another limiting factor was the scant availability of other nation’s national plans. 

Whilst efforts were made to contact relevant authorities and examine the various web 

presences of these authorities few texts could be acquired. This certainly presents a 

limitation to the discussion although it does suggest that the problems identified in the 

Jamaican plans may be widespread amongst other plans. It also poses questions about 

these plans relevance if they are not widely available in times of normal operation it is 

somewhat questionable as to how available they are in an actual emergency and how 

much they are in fact referred to and used by actors including national governments. 

 

5.6.6 Applied perspective 

This paper has chosen to avoid a detailed debate about the perspective from which the 

author has chosen to approach the topic. However, acceptance of the perspective em-

ployed by the author, namely that international legal norms as well as guidelines on 

best practice and minimum standards are universally applicable, has been justified and 

explained in the Conceptual framework section. The author does acknowledge that 

expanding this debate may be of interest to some readers. Nonetheless, a detailed dis-

cussion has been avoided as the author has judged this to fall outside of the Research 

question.  

 

Debates about universalism and cultural or contextual relativism pose very large ques-

tions, such as whether the international humanitarian response employed by all actors 

is appropriate for the protection of children or whether it is a construct imposed by 

outsiders at a time when nations are vulnerable. Whilst such questions are of great in-

terest to the author, inclusion of such debates in this paper would greatly shift the fo-

cus of the text towards an examination of the extent to which the international com-

munity meet the needs of children in emergencies in their response to disasters and 
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away from the national disaster plans of Jamaica. This has the potential for an entirely 

different research paper. 

 

The author believes the use of the perspective applied in this paper to be justified. 

However, the author accepts that the Results in this work are based to a large extent 

upon the acceptance of international legal documents as well as guidelines on best 

practice and minimum standards. This potentially provides a limitation to the findings 

of the paper, although it also helps provide the paper with clarity, focus and relevance 

in regards to its Purpose and aims as well as its Research question. 

 

5.6.7 Previous examples 

No previous examples of the kind of review carried out by this paper could be found. 

Despite efforts to search and contact organisations with experience and expertise in 

this area, such as Save the Children, UNICEF and the Child Protection Working 

Group, no previous efforts to examine other states national plans from a perspective of 

child protection and wellbeing could be identified. Some few examples of national 

plans being assessed from other perspectives, such as from a disaster risk reduction 

perspective, were referred to by some of the contacted organisations but nothing with 

a focus on children was unearthed. This is perhaps a limit to the work of this paper in 

that no clear and specific literature dealing with this particular subject matter could be 

referred to or used as guidance in assembling this paper. It also makes it more likely for 

the results to contain an element of personal interpretation regarding application of 

legal instruments and guidelines which could otherwise have been informed to a great-

er extent by previous reviews. However, this means that this paper has also had some 

measure of success as it has identified an area which should be given greater attention 

for a better future response to ensure child protection and wellbeing in emergencies 

globally. 
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6 Conclusions 

In emergencies children are one of the largest affected groups, and the most vulnera-

ble, in need of care and assistance. Literature and documentation presented in this pa-

per have demonstrated that measures aimed at meeting the non-material needs of 

children in an emergency are vitally important for securing their protection and well-

being. Failures to meet and prioritise these needs has been shown to place children at a 

greater risk of a variety of threats including permanent family separation, psychological 

and social developmental problems as well as exposure to various other forms of harm, 

neglect, abuse and suffering. After identifying relevant international rights, standards 

and guidelines this paper has found that the Jamaican national disaster plans contain 

none of the measures prescribed to provide a response that will meet the non-material 

needs of children in emergencies and as such are in need of revision.  

 

Family reunification and the care of unaccompanied and separated children have been 

shown to be of great significance to the wellbeing and protection of children. Failures 

in emergency documents to adequately consider these needs in advance of an emer-

gency can lead to misguided actions that seek to protect children but in reality expose 

them to more harm. In particular, revisions of the plans need to consider the issue of 

inter-country adoption which should only ever take place in instances where all efforts 

at family reunification have been exhausted and local solutions have been considered. 

Plans should also make clear reference to the type of temporary care which unaccom-

panied and separated children should receive. There should be an explicit emphasis on 

local family type settings taking priority with schemes to provide assistance. Care 

needs to be taken to prevent proliferation of large group care facilities, such as orphan-

ages, which can compound separation and facilitate further separation. As the family 

of the child is best placed to provide him or her with protection, revisions to the na-

tional plans need to include a prioritisation of rapid family reunification efforts. How-

ever, whilst this paper has addressed some of the core issues any revision should look 

to incorporate the principles of international legal standards such as the Convention on 

Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption and the Con-
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vention on the Rights of the Child as well as the important guiding documents, particu-

larly the Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and Separated Children. 

 

With regards to educational needs this paper has shown that programmes can aid in 

identifying needs of children across sectors and can provide safety and routine in a be-

wildering period. The lack of an education plan and the lack of attention given to edu-

cation by the national disaster plans make Jamaica ill prepared to respond to emergen-

cies in a manner that takes account of these needs. Revisions will need to consider ed-

ucation as a priority rather than an issue for longer term development. Measures to 

make education in an emergency accessible to all in an equitable and safe manner need 

to be addressed. It will be important to consider an appropriate curriculum that helps 

promote both values which will provide a good basis for societal progression as well as 

education in risk reduction and life skills. There should be clear reference to the op-

portunity of educational centres to contribute to assessment, referral, reporting and 

monitoring actions. Ultimately revisions should consider the valuable information con-

tained in guiding documents such as the Minimum standards for education: Prepared-

ness, response, recovery as well as international legal instruments. 

 

Psychosocial support programmes serve to aid psychological and social development 

problems arising from the emergency offering safe places for children to express them-

selves and overcome the trauma and fear of an emergency event. In not addressing the 

psychosocial needs of children, the national disaster plans of Jamaica place children at 

greater risk of harm. Revisions need to consider the provision of safe spaces where 

children are given the chance to be children again and to express themselves. There 

should also be measures for psychological first aid assistance including training. The 

plans need to give consideration to the importance of family support including support 

in early childhood. The in depth detail of guidelines, particularly the Guidelines on 

mental health and psychosocial support in emergency settings as well as international legal 

instruments need to be investigated and employed in any future revision of the nation-

al disaster plans. 
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This paper finds that the Jamaican national disaster plans are in need of thorough revi-

sion to take account of the needs of children in times of emergency. A revision should 

look to the guidelines identified by this paper as well as the relevant international legal 

standards. The format of the plans should be addressed by making the content more 

actionable and accessible to those seeking to implement initiatives rather than the cur-

rent pure focus on which job title carries which area of responsibility. Revisions will 

need to highlight the right of children to be heard on issues that affect them and as 

such this paper would advise that the best results for children of any revisions are like-

ly only to be achieved in partnership and consultation with children. 

 

Beyond the national disaster plans of Jamaica this paper has identified serious deficien-

cies in other states emergency planning, not only in addressing the non-material needs 

of children in emergencies, but also in addressing children to any significant extent at 

all. Additionally no trace has been found of previous similar studies addressing the 

needs of children in the area of emergency planning making it highly likely that this 

area has not previously been explored. This paper therefore concludes that there is a 

great potential for further investigation to be pursued in this area, not just in Jamaica, 

but globally. The national disaster plans of Jamaica, and those of other states, are in 

dire need of revision if they are to stand up for the rights, protection and wellbeing of 

children in emergencies. Ensuring the protection and wellbeing of children in emer-

gencies should be a high priority of any national disaster plan. Children are the basis 

on which the future is built and in an emergency it is of utmost importance that they 

are not left unprotected, with their non-material needs being subject to neglect. After 

all, “if we don’t stand up for children then we don’t stand for much”. 
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Appendix 

Figure 2 and Figure 3 Maps showing Jamaica’s geographical location and its parishes 
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Table 4 Description of key terms and concepts 

Child protection 

 

The prevention and response to abuse, neglect, exploitation and vio-

lence affecting children (including the measures and structures employed 

for prevention and response). 

Child wellbeing 

 

The physical, psychological and social state of children affecting their 

health, happiness, sense of security and opportunities for development. 

Children 

 

Anyone under the age of 18 in accordance with the definition provided 

by the Convention on the rights of the child. 

Education 

 

The systematic transferral of knowledge and skills through various 

forms of instruction, teaching, training and other knowledge disseminat-

ing methods. 

Emergency /  

Disaster 

 

These two words will be used interchangeably to mean a serious, unex-

pected, and often dangerous situation requiring immediate action that 

causes, or has the potential to cause, great damage or loss of life. 

Family  

reunification 

The connexion of separated and unaccompanied children with their 

parents and legal guardians. 

Intercountry / 

International 

adoption 

Adoption of a child located in one nation by an individual or couple lo-

cated in another nation, who become the legal and permanent parents 

of the child. 

Large group care 

facility 

 

A locale typically housing unaccompanied and separated children where 

for each responsible adult the number of children exceeds a reasonable 

number for ensuring each child receives an appropriate level of care, 

attention and love. Often also referred to as an orphanage or children’s 

home. 

National disaster 

plan 

The country level frameworks defining the states response to an emer-

gency or disaster. 

Non-material 
needs 

Referring to the needs of children in emergencies for education, psy-
chosocial support and family reunification (including care of unaccompa-

nied and separated children) 

Psychosocial  

support 

 

Programmes aimed at aiding psychological and social development, par-

ticularly with a view to offsetting the potential negative short and long 

term effects of a disaster. 

Safe spaces / 

Child friendly  

spaces 

A space where children’s physical protection is ensured which can also 

cater to needs such as psychosocial support and education. 

Separated and 

unaccompanied 

children 

Referring to children whom are separated from their parents and legal 

guardians, which may or may not be alive. The use of the term or-

phaned children is avoided as this makes an assumption about the status 

of the parents and legal guardians which cannot often be determined 

until the later stages of humanitarian response. 


