
SMSing in times of distress: Tagging the SMS!* 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 
Mobile Networks enabled crowdsourcing help organizations and individuals manage relief 
efforts in disaster zones. An account of how technology revolutionized humanitarian response to 
crisis in Haiti. 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

Imagine a scenario of being present in post-earthquake Haiti and in desperate need of help. You 

see no one around and with the civil infrastructure in shambles you are not sure what to do. 

While you lose hope of any help arriving, you hear a voice on a loudspeaker announcing a 

distress number and urging people in need of help to send an SMS. You realize that fortunately 

your cell phone is working, you send an SMS and to your relief help arrives within a few 

minutes. Moreover, drawing inferences from the information you sent, on-ground 

humanitarian organizations working in Haiti direct their relief efforts towards other people in 

need of help. The sequence of events being described here is not an illustration of an event in 

digital utopia but an arrangement made possible by Ushahidi, a crowdsourcing crisis 

information platform.  

 

Started by a team of software developers in Kenya 

after the post election violence in 2008, Ushahidi 

has transformed into one of the most notable and 

important IT applications helping the on-ground 

humanitarian agencies to manage their relief 

efforts in Haiti. The impact of Ushahidi has been 

huge. Since its inception numerous countries across the globe are either using or planning to 

implement the Ushahidi platform to gather distributed data via SMS, email or web in order to 

aggregate near real-time information for crisis response. With the ubiquity of mobile devices in 

urban and rural areas, the availability of enabling technologies and the support of active 

citizens Ushahidi has been successful in positioning itself as a suitable crisis information 

platform. 

 

The idea behind Ushahidi is based on the basic premise of utilizing "the wisdom of the crowd", 

commonly referred to as crowdsourcing, to seek relevant first hand information from a large 

group of people in order to use it for crisis response. This service is run through a website 

named Ushahidi - www.ushahidi.com. Ushahidi enables the public to communicate crisis 

information via SMS text messaging, e-mail, or Web entry. Subsequently, the information 

received is time stamped and geo tagged to create a crisis map to report incidents to multiple 

organizations engaged in crisis response.  

Crowdsourcing is the act of taking a job 

traditionally performed by a designated 

agent and outsourcing it to an 

undefined, generally large group of 

people in the form of an open call. 



 

After its successful implementation in Kenya the initiative attracted worldwide attention and 

was even mentioned in the publications of OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development) and Harvard Humanitarian Initiative. Subsequently, the Ushahidi platform was 

further enhanced to enable its implementation in other contexts ranging from outbreaks of 

disease, weather disasters, civil unrest to elections related violence. For example, among other 

projects, Ushahidi has been used to map anti-immigrant violence in South Africa and track 

global Swine Flu cases. Al Jazeera News Network used Ushahidi to collect eye witness reports 

during the 2008-09 Gaza war. It was also used, although in a small scale, to monitor the 2009 

Afghan Presidential Elections and 2009 Indian National Elections. 

   
Ushahidi (Haiti) - How it works? 

 

                                                                                Source: www.haitiwired.wired.com  

"In Haiti, Ushahidi revolutionized humanitarian response to a crisis by filling up the information 

vacuum within a few hours of the earthquake by using crowdsourcing," said Patrick Meier, the 

director of crisis mapping and strategic partnerships at Ushahidi. Using the Ushahidi engine 

critical information was made available to the humanitarian relief workers in Haiti thereby 

bringing order to the chaotic world of disaster relief.  

"The portal was inundated with traffic very soon which we were highly unprepared for," said 

David Cobia, director of technology development at Ushahidi - a sign of Ushahidi's success in 

Haiti. Many international organizations are currently using Ushahidi to track and manage relief 



efforts in Haiti, to name a few: Red Cross, United Nations Foundation, Plan International, 

Clinton Foundation, Charity Water and US State Department, which is a confirmation of the 

remarkable work being done by Ushahidi in Haiti.  A US military official involved in the relief 

efforts in Haiti referring to Ushahidi said, “Your site is saving hundreds of lives, and I wish I 

could document to you every single example.” 

What is even more inspiring is that a significant part of Haiti relief efforts are being managed on 

an ad−hoc basis by a network of volunteers across the globe. Using sources like text messages 

(SMS), phone calls, twitter and news reports volunteers utilize the Ushahidi platform to map 

and categorize areas of critical action so that humanitarian organizations can mobilize and 

direct their relief efforts to provide help.  

"Ushahidi is an African innovation, trying to help people in Haiti by leveraging volunteers all 

across the globe," said Katie Jacobs Stanton, special advisor at the office of innovation in the US 

state department emphasizing how technology empowered like minded people spread across 

geographies to virtually collaborate and contribute to the on-ground operations in Haiti thereby 

achieving extraordinary things. A lesson all of us must learn from Ushahidi. 

 

*The article is written for a technology related news website. The readers are assumed to possess basic 

knowledge about technology terms. The aim is bring forward the benefits of initiatives like Ushahidi to 

develop the readers’ interest in similar initiatives. 
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