
SMSing in times of distress: Tagging the SMS! 
What can Kashmir learn from Haiti? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

An account of how the use of mobile phones revolutionized humanitarian response in Haiti and 
the lesson Kashmir needs to learn from it 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

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 on what to do. 

While you lose hope of 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, after 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 

too. The sequence of events being described here are not an illustration of an event in digital 

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

website. What if a similar system is implemented in Jammu and Kashmir to deter terrorist 

attacks? Will it work and will it be useful? The article drawing lessons from Ushahidi tries to 

answer these questions to achieve the broader aim of gaining government support for rolling 

out a crisis response system for the State of Jammu and Kashmir.  

 

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 application helping the on ground 

humanitarian agencies to manage their relief 

efforts in Haiti. The impact of Ushahidi's impact 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 viable crisis information platform. 

 

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

to seek relevant first hand information from a large group of people. The website under the 

name, Ushahidi (www.ushahidi.com), meaning 'testimony' or 'witness' in Swahili, a language 

Crowdsourcing is the act of taking a job 

traditionally performed by a designated 

agent (usually an employee) and 

outsourcing it to an undefined, generally 

large group of people in the form of an 

open call. 



spoken in East Africa, is a website aiming to crowdsource crisis information in order to 

aggregate information from the public for use in crisis response. The portal permits the use of 

mobile device, email and other avenues on the internet for data collection thus empowering 

the citizens to report violations online or via SMS. Subsequently, the information received is 

time stamped and geo tagged to report incidents to multiple organizations engaged in crisis 

response.  

 

After its success in Kenya the initiative attracted worldwide attention and was even mentioned 

in the publications of OECD 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 Gaza war and it was also used, although in a small scale, to monitor 2009 

National Elections in India. 

 

In Jammu and Kashmir, we are witness to numerous terrorist attacks which lead to loss of life 

and destruction of property. Terrorist attacks, its resulting circumstances and the nature of 

relief operations are similar for most of the crisis situations viz. weather disasters, civil unrest 

etc. Keeping this in mind, I think we must learn from the implementations illustrated above and 

question ourselves – Will such a system be useful in Jammu and Kashmir? Can we implement it 

in Jammu and Kashmir? And finally, how do we implement such a system? 

 

The answer to first question based on the arguments presented in the article is a resounding 

yes. The benefits of implementation of a mobile phone (and maybe internet) enabled crisis 

response system are manifold. Broadly speaking, the benefits of the system will range from 

ensuring timely crisis response from health and policing agencies to efficient information flow. 

As argued by national security experts, if critical information about the attack can be obtained 

from the people on the ground before, during and after the attack, the loss due to these attacks 

can not only be minimized but in a few cases the incident might also be averted altogether. It 

brings to light the important point of the inherent utility of the system before, during and after 

the terrorist attack. In addition to using the system for providing clues for relief efforts, 

proactive citizens will also be able to use the system to report suspicious behavior or an 

incident. This offers a concrete direct benefit of implementing the crisis response system.  

 

Secondly, the implementation of such a communication mechanism for crisis response will act 

as an outstanding medium for gathering near real time information which can then be used for 

variety of purposes. Some indirect benefit arising from the use of the system will be proper 



documentation of the incidents on the website and other places for public viewing. It might 

help the government to evaluate the actual human and financial loss from such incidents. It can 

also be argued that by using the information from previous incidents the intelligence agencies 

might also be able to anticipate future conflict areas and prepare accordingly. 

 

I think the second question (can we implement?) and third question (how can we implement?) 

are interrelated. In order to satisfactorily answer the second question we need to analyze and 

consider the implementation issues of the system, which is in fact the third question. Let us 

look at these issues together.  

 

The implementation of the system from the outset looks feasible. Importantly, the platform of 

Ushahidi after lot of iterations is well built and customizing it to fit specific requirements 

demands basic programming skills. Considering the extent of international media attention 

Kashmir attracts, I think finding volunteers willing to help in the initial rollout of the crisis 

response system will not be difficult Here, the J&K diaspora can play its part to involve 

international volunteers providing the initiative an international outlook. However, I feel that 

the cities of Jammu and Srinagar possess the IT skills needed to customize the platform to the 

needs of our society and providing the much needed operational support for the system. 

 

With the ubiquity of mobile phones in urban and rural areas, and natural inclination of the 

general public to use mobile phones the success of such an initiative seems probable, if not 

guaranteed. The crisis response platform has been implemented and has been successful in 

reporting eye witness accounts of people in times of crisis. If it has worked in Africa, I see no 

reason as to why we in India, the fastest growing mobile phone market and the leading IT 

exporter, can’t make it work in Jammu and Kashmir – the place where we need it the most.  

 

In spite of the above arguments some cynics might still question the financial sustainability of 

the initiative. The simple answer to the question lies in the economics of the crisis response 

system. The Ushahidi platform is open source, numerous volunteers will be willing to put in 

their time and effort to initiate the service in Jammu & Kashmir and mobile service providers 

will just need to provide a sms platform which I am sure the government will be willing be 

subsidize. The volunteer based model will ensure that the operational costs of the system will 

be minimal. The scalable nature of the system ensures that it can be implemented across other 

regions too. All these factors add up to make the system easy to implement, scale and sustain. 

However, for it to run properly the system will require a benevolent dictator (probably a 

government official) who guides and directs the system to achieve its broader goal of proper 

crisis response within the realms of societal and legal bounds. To me, the economic costs of 

implementation of the system are miniscule as compared to its overall potential benefits. 



Moreover, considering that in Jammu and Kashmir we have tried many initiatives to deter 

terrorism and manage relief effort we should not stop ourselves from implementing this 

system. It might just give us great results!  

 

As is the case with most of the public initiatives, the state government will have to offer 

substantial help to individuals or organizations willing to help in the development of the 

system. The critical question which is left to answer now is - Will the state government provide 

the necessary thrust for such an initiative to take off? I think only time will provide an answer 

this question. Whatever happens, I hope it happens for the greater good.  

 

The writer is a postgraduate student at the London School of Economics and a resident of 

Jammu and Kashmir. He can be contacted at a.sharma13@lse.ac.uk 


